
T
here’s no doubt about it—independent 
retailers in the home improvement 
industry are an innovative, thriving and 
progressive group. The industry is full of 

profit-focused, forward-thinking retailers committed 
to the growth and success of their businesses,  
local communities and the industry as a whole.

In an effort to showcase retailers who exemplify 
these characteristics, the North American Retail 
Hardware Association (NRHA), Hardware Retailing 
magazine and the National Hardware Show® created 
The Industry’s Top Guns award program.

The Top Guns award is the highest honor an 
independent retailer can receive from the industry, 
and has recognized nearly 40 leaders since 2007.

“We started the Top Guns program to recognize 
best-in-class independent retailers and change 
perceptions of the independent segment of the 
market,” says Dan Tratensek, publisher of  
Hardware Retailing. “We wanted to show that today’s 
leaders are progressive, dynamic entrepreneurs.”

On the following pages, learn more about this 
year’s honorees, their businesses and their industry 
perspectives. If you’re attending the National 
Hardware Show, see the honorees in a live panel 
discussion at the NRHA Village at 1 p.m. on 
Thursday, May 5. You can also read full Q&As with 
each retailer online at TheRedT.com/2016TopGuns.

The 2016 Top Guns include:
Eli Bliffert of Bliffert Lumber & Hardware

The Bliffert family has contributed business 
leaders to Milwaukee since the late 1800s. 
Still one of the area’s most successful family-
owned businesses, Bliffert Lumber & Hardware 
continues to grow and thrive. Eli Bliffert became 
part owner in 2004, and his vision has helped 

the business grow to eight locations, streamline 
operations and find new ways to connect with 
the community. 

Tim Fansler of Family Farm & Home
In 2002, three family members, Al Fansler, 

Bob Tarrant and Tim Fansler, started Family 
Farm & Home in Muskegon, Michigan. Backed 
with the Fanslers’ previous experience at 
Quality Farm and Fleet and Tarrant’s experience 
as an accountant, they opened three stores in 
2002. The company has grown quickly in  
14 years, and today operates nearly 50 locations. 

Jack Foxworth of Foxworth-Galbraith
Foxworth-Galbraith has been a prominent 

Southwest retailer since 1901. The company 
operates 25 retail locations, as well as residential 
and commercial construction supply distribution 
and component manufacturing operations. It 
experienced significant difficulties during the 
Great Recession, when sales fell nearly 80 percent. 
The company successfully weathered the storm 
with the help of Jack Foxworth, coming back in 
just three years to $300 million in revenue.

Jeremy Melnick of Gordon’s Ace Hardware
What began as a small, family-run hardware 

store in urban Chicago in 1950 has become one 
of Chicago’s most successful multiple-location 
retailers. Since Jeremy Melnick left commercial 
lending and joined Gordon’s Ace Hardware, the 
business has grown from one location to eight. The 
business also supports Lurie Children’s Hospital of 
Chicago and is among the top five Ace Hardware 
chains in the nation for fundraising for Children’s 
Miracle Network Hospitals. 

Best in Class:  
The Industry’s  
2016 Top Guns 
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representing Bliffert lumber & Hardware

Eight locations in Wisconsin

Hardware Retailing (HR): Could you please give 
us a little background on your company, including 
how you got involved in the business?

Eli Bliffert (EB): Bliffert Lumber & Hardware 
started as a coal, ice and lumber company back in 
the late 1800s. We eventually grew to six locations. 
When my great-grandfather passed away, they got 
split apart, and each became a stand-alone lumber-
yard operated by a different family member. 

Fast forward to 1993. I graduated from college, 
moved to Milwaukee for grad school and needed 
a job. My mom said, “Call your Uncle Fred. He’ll 
give you a job.” I called my Uncle Fred in April 
and began working for him that summer. I only 
finished one semester of grad school before coming 
to the office full time in January of 1994 as the 
fifth generation involved in the business.

HR: When you became part-owner of Bliffert 
Lumber & Hardware, each of your locations was 
operated independently of the others. You were 
instrumental in bringing all of these entities 
together to create a cohesive operation. How has 
that decision strategically altered your business?

EB: It completely changed us. My side of the 
family owned two yards before we started the 
merge, and we’ve added two nonfamily locations 
since then, making eight total. I don’t believe 
any of them would still be in business if we were 
all independent. In our part of the world, there 
are very few independent single-location lumber 
companies left—you’re either a national chain or a 
multi-store operation. 

We can leverage our strength and buy so much 
more with several locations than we ever could have 
separately, especially as Do it Best Corp. member-
owners. When I started, we were a traditional line 
yard, and it’s amazing what a variety of different 

products we sell now. Last year, one of my guys sold 
a half truckload of charcoal. We never could have 
done that without the relationships we’ve developed 
through the depth and breadth of product mix we 
have now, thanks to our combined buying power.

HR: Bliffert Lumber & Hardware has a rich 
history as a family business. How do you prepare 
for the next generation of leaders to move along 
in the operation?

EB: Start them young. My kids both work part 
time here to get a feel for the business, and several 
of our other locations have the next generation 
participating, as well. One of our managers has all 
three of his sons working with him.

HR: What advice would you give to other family 
business owners looking to achieve the same 
kind of success throughout the generations that 
Bliffert Lumber & Hardware has seen?

EB: I’d say don’t give up. Too often I’ve seen 
small retailers just give up—sell the real estate 
and call it quits. A lot of people regret that; it’s 
better to merge with somebody else than to quit, 
and we’re stronger together than we are apart. In 
my experience, we have more to leverage together, 
while allowing each location to keep its local 
identity and its people doing what they’re good at.

HR: What unique challenges do you think 
independent retailers such as yourself face in 
today’s market?

EB: The biggest challenge is what we call retail 
relevance. We struggle to be relevant, especially to 
a younger generation of potential customers. In the 
city of Milwaukee, there are 600,000 people, and 
we are the only lumber company left. There used 
to be several.

Eli Bliffert 
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I look at it this way: if you are a 20-something 
homebuyer and your parents or grandparents never 
took you to a lumberyard, you might not even know 
they exist, much less what they have to offer. There 
are a lot of markets around the country where the 
only option is a big-box store, so customers don’t 
even think about a local store. Add to that the 
advertising budgets of these large retailers, and it 
really becomes a struggle to achieve relevance in the 
minds of that younger generation.

We only had experience in lumberyards until 
our first retail hardware store opened in 2009, and 
we still have a lot to learn about the retail market. 
Do it Best Corp. is a great partner in helping us 
improve our layout and merchandising to appeal 
to this generation of shoppers. We will continue 
to collaborate with them on retail performance 
programs and aggressive marketing strategies to 
grow our relevance with this audience.

HR: What are some of the biggest 
misconceptions about today’s independent  
home improvement retailers? 

EB: I think it’s still price. Customers think  
we can’t compete and it’s completely not true—
we are priced competitively on most items—but 
that’s the perception.

HR: If you could wave a magic wand and 
change one thing about this industry,  
what would you change? 

EB: I don’t think I’d change anything; it’s 
a great industry to be in. You can still do so 
much with a handshake, and it helps so many 
people. I suppose if I could, I’d slow the tide of 
independents closing. We’ve had three close in 
the last six months in this area, and friends of 
mine owned some of the lumberyards that shut 
down. That’s a hard reality.

HR: How would you respond to the statement 
“Independent retailers just can’t compete 
against the big boxes or the Internet?” 

EB: There are times when we can’t compete; 
there are certain segments where we will be a 
niche or a fill-in, and that’s OK. The key is to 
focus on areas where you can compete, where 
you can offer knowledge and experience to 
benefit customers in a way e-tailers and big 
boxes cannot. 

HR: Please finish the following statement.  
Ten years ago, I never thought our  
business would… 

EB: Be eight locations strong and growing. 
I never thought I’d be serving on the board of 
directors for Do it Best Corp. And I never  
would have thought so many of my friends and 
fellow business owners would be gone from  
the industry. 

Since becoming part owner, eli Bliffert has helped realign 
Bliffert lumber & Hardware.“The key is to focus on areas 

where you can compete, where you 
can offer knowledge and experience 
to benefit customers in a way 
e-tailers and big boxes cannot.”
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representing Family Farm & Home

46 locations in Indiana, Michigan and Ohio

Hardware Retailing (HR): Could you please give 
us a little background on your company, including 
how you got involved in the business?

Tim Fansler (TF): My father, Al Fansler, 
brother in-law, Bob Tarrant, and I started the 
company in 2002 with three stores. Al Fansler 
serves as our chairman and CEO, Bob is our 
co-president and chief operations officer and  
I work as co-president and chief merchandising 
officer. Our past experience helped us to get  
the company started. Al Fansler had many  
years in operations, Bob is an accountant  
and I had previous experience in buying  
and replenishment.  

My father and I both worked at Quality Farm 
and Fleet, so we already had experience in the 
farm store industry. When Quality Farm and 
Fleet filed for Chapter 11 and closed more than 
100 stores, it left a pretty big void in the market, 
especially in Michigan. That’s when we made 
the decision to go into business for ourselves and 
restart that type of store. We knew the format 
worked, and we seized the opportunity.

Since opening, we have grown rapidly as our 
brand has gained traction. We’ve been able to gain 
momentum and continue to grow at this pace for 
quite a while now. This year alone, we had four 
grand openings in April and just announced three 
more locations for the second half of 2016, which 
will put us at a total of 50 stores by year-end.  

HR: What do you feel have been the keys to your 
operation’s ability to grow and thrive so quickly 
over the years? 

TF: To grow new stores, your comp-store (sales) 
have to be growing. We have had comp-store 
growth throughout the years, which has been the 
engine that fuels our overall growth. You cannot 

have growth unless you have the capital to invest 
back into the company.

One of the specific things we’ve done over the 
last year is focus on our loyalty program. We 
really feel it will be a key driver to future growth 
and sales.

The customer relationships gained with 
the loyalty program, whether it’s direct email 
interaction or targeting and segmenting customers 
by what they’re shopping for and driving them 
back in with coupons or upcoming specials on 
items they’ve previously purchased, are really 
important to us. 

We tested it exclusively for about three years, 
working very closely with True Value to develop 
it, and just rolled it out company-wide last 
April. It’s been very successful, and we’re very 
proud of what the stores have done to explain 
the program to customers. Signups have been 
tremendous, and we’re excited about where 
that’s headed in the future.

HR: As you grow, how do you ensure you’re 
staying connected with the local consumers in  
each community?

TF: That’s one of the things we allow the store 
managers at the local level to drive. The store 
manager is the face of the store, so we allow them 
to do things on a local level that can keep us in 
touch with local supporters who are going to 
come in to our stores.

The manager communicates with our marketing 
team in Muskegon to support them in their 
endeavors, whether it’s through posting on social 
media, attending local fairs or having 4-H groups 
come in to sell hot dogs that we supply them 
with and let them serve to raise funds for their 
local group.

Tim Fansler
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HR: What are some of the biggest 
misconceptions about today’s independent  
farm and home retailers? 

TF: We at Family Farm & Home have always 
had the mentality that we weren’t going to be 
perceived as less sophisticated. We’ve never 
thought of ourselves as not being able to 
compete or provide value to our customers just 
because we’re an independent, family-owned 
business. So, it’s about a level of confidence. 
Independents have a higher level of confidence, 
keen attention to detail and work ethic that’s 
going to continue to push them and their 
businesses forward. We’ve got that same  
mentality here.

HR: How would you respond to the statement 
“Independent retailers just can’t compete against 
the big boxes or Internet?” 

TF: You really don’t have a choice, because 
you’re already directly competing with them 
every day. You’ve got to make a decision about 

who you are and what you want to be, and make 
sure you’re conveying that in everything you do. 

For us, we’ve chosen to be a farm store first. 
We have other products, but it’s that unique  
mix of products that keeps us relevant. You can  
find everything in our store someplace else,  
but you really can’t find it all in one place 
unless you shop us. 

We’ve also got good prices every day and 
knowledgeable team members that service the 
customer well—it isn’t just one thing you can 
focus on. You’ve got to do everything really, 
really well to compete with the big boxes and, 
for us, to compete with other national and 
regional farm stores.

HR: Where do you see your business in  
five years? 

TF: We are a growth company and plan to 
keep going.   

We’re going to continue to grow at our current 
pace, which is comfortable for us, and a lot of it will 
be dependent upon the results we have at year-end. 

When it comes to store count, how many 
locations we want to have, everybody asks me, 
“What’s your total store count goal?” We have no 
idea. The three of us have never sat down together 
and set a goal number or put a cap on it. However, 
if we do continue to grow at the pace we’re growing 
at now, we’ll be at 100 stores in another five years. 

In short, we’re going to continue to move 
forward and expand at a rate that’s best for  
our company. 

Family Farm & Home continues to grow and expects to have 50 stores by the end of 2016.

“You’ve got to make a 
decision about who you 
are and what you want 
to be, and make sure 
you’re conveying that in 
everything you do.”
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representing Foxworth-galbraith

25 locations in Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico and Texas

Hardware Retailing (HR): Could you please give 
us a little background on your company, including 
how you got involved in the business?

Jack Foxworth (JF): We’re a 115-year-old 
business that two families, the Foxworths and the 
Galbraiths, have owned since 1901. I am one of 
the fourth-generation family members involved in 
the business. 

We’re largely pro-focused—about 85 percent of 
our revenue comes from that customer base, which 
is largely residential construction and some light 
commercial business, but also includes repair and 
remodeling customers. The balance of our business 
is consumer and DIY via our 25 retail locations.

Our company also does some light 
manufacturing, building construction 
components such as floor trusses, roof trusses, 
wall panels and doors in select markets. 

We grew to about $830 million in revenue in 
2005, which was a big run-up for us in the early 
2000s when construction was still thriving in the 
United States. We were up to 75 locations and 
2,800 associates. Then when the financial crisis 
hit in 2008, we had a five-year window where our 
company contracted, most of it intentionally, from 
$830 million to $145 million. We went from  
75 locations down to 23 and 500 associates. But the 
good thing is we’re back, thriving again, growing 
and feeling very positive about where we are today. 

As for me, I was a nerd—and I consider the 
term a compliment. I worked for Intel from 
1980 to 1982 and joined Foxworth-Galbraith in 
late 1982. I had a good gig going at Intel, but I 
got a little impatient and wanted to be a bigger 
fish in a smaller pond. Because of my computer 
background, I started out in emerging POS 
systems. I really found my first opportunity to 
grow when the company was hit by the  

recession in the late 1980s. That’s when we 
experienced some personnel changes and 
had some voids in the company, so I took the 
opportunity to fill them in terms of finance and 
our banking relationships. 

HR: What do you feel have been the keys to 
your operation’s ability to adapt and maintain 
your position as a leading lumber and building 
materials company during changing economic 
climates and the Great Recession?

JF: It was very painful. In my opinion, what 
got us through was the company culture. It was 
about living up to our reputation in the industry 
and the commitments we made—whether to our 
customers, who were also struggling at the time, 
our shareholders or our vendors. Conservative 
financing and an incredibly strong balance sheet 
really helped us weather the tough times. We had 
little debt and owned all of our own facilities, 
and people were committed to the survival and 
success of the company. Where other families may 
have been very demanding of the business, our 
shareholders really understood the situation. 

Throughout the experience, we were very 
transparent with everyone, and our communication 
was very proactive. Our mission statement today 
strongly emphasizes customer loyalty. Even back 
in the toughest times of 2008-2012, those pro 
customers that survived the recession were very 
loyal to us, as was our retail customer base. 

HR: What unique challenges do you think 
independent retailers such as yourself face in 
today’s market?

JF: I think there is always a perception that big 
boxes have the lowest prices. The boxes can set 
a perception in many markets with some really 

Jack Foxworth 



May 2016 | Hardware retailing 91

low-priced offerings, but overall, most of us 
independents can compete with the boxes on price. 

Something else that has emerged recently is 
recruiting young people in an industry that I 
think a lot of people consider to be an older 
industry. I think this industry is challenged by 
labor forces today and will continue to be in  
the future. 

HR: How can the industry work to combat this 
misconception and attract the next generation of 
store employees and leaders?

JF: I recently heard a speaker at a roundtable 
meeting who discussed generational differences. 
Really starting to listen and understand what drives  
millennials, and to some extent Gen Xers, puts us 
in a better position to understand them and create 

Foxworth-galbraith began in 1901 when two families formed five lumberyards.

a culture in which they want to participate. It’s not 
about money; that’s not the driving force. There are 
other things that we as independent retailers can 
bring to work environments to be more appealing, 
but that’s a big change for us as an industry. It’s 
going to take some time, culturally, for us to adapt 
and to get the older generation that thinks one way 
and the newer generation that thinks another way 
to mesh. I think we have the opportunity to make it 
work, but it won’t be easy.

HR: Where do you see your business in five years? 
JF: We’re feeling very positive about the future. We 

want to focus on who we are and not dilute ourselves. 
But like any other surviving and thriving organization, 
we’ll be larger. We are in acquisition mode. We’ve 
been speaking to a variety of organizations over the 
last couple of years and are hopeful we are going to 
grow through some acquisitions. I also see us growing 
organically as our customer base grows with new con-
struction and new housing starts in our current mar-
kets. I’m sure we’ll also be adapting to new products 
and construction techniques, and we’ll also have some 
evolution with technology. I think we’ll be in the same 
geographical areas. We might stretch it a little bit, but 
we’ll stay focused in the Southwestern United States. 

HR: If you could wave a magic wand and 
change one thing about this industry,  
what would you change? 

JF: I’m torn between two things. First, 
if I could, I would create some stability in 
commodity pricing and the availability of 
commodities, creating some consistency over 
a longer period of time. I would love to create 
some predictability there, which would do a 
world of good for our customers and for us. 

Second, I would also love to create a stable 
labor pool for our industry. I’d love to wave a 
wand and get younger people to see, understand 
and embrace the opportunities within our 
industry. I’m pretty sure even a magic wand 
won’t help with commodity pricing and supply 
availability, but it might be a little more value in 
terms of educating and helping us as an industry 
evolve to accommodate millennials. I think there 
is more hope in that area.

HR: Please finish the following statement.  
Ten years ago, I never thought our  
business would… 

JF: Go to hell and back, and now  
growing profitably. 

Hardware retailing | May 201690
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representing gordon’s ace Hardware

Eight locations in the Greater Chicago Area

Hardware Retailing (HR): Could you please give 
us a little background on your company, including 
how you got involved in the business?

Jeremy Melnick (JM): The Gordon’s Hardware 
family business has been around since 1950, 
when my grandfather, Art Gordon, opened a small 
2,000-square-foot hardware store in downtown 
Chicago. My father, Les Melnick, took over the 
business in 1970. He did a tremendous job of 
growing the business into one that allowed me 
to join the team in 1998. Together, my dad and 
I have grown Gordon’s into an eight-store chain, 
culminating with our most recent expansion of three 
new stores, two of which were our first-ever foray 
into the suburbs. Our newest store is located back in 
the heart of Chicago. I can truly say I’m incredibly 
proud to be a third-generation hardware retailer. 

HR: You spent some time in the commercial 
lending business before coming back to run 
Gordon’s Ace Hardware with your father.  
What unique perspectives do you think your time 
in that industry provided you that you were able 
to bring to your retail business?  

JM: My time in the financial industry, particularly 
with Bank of America, taught me two extremely 
critical points that carry through to our retail 
business operations. 

The first is financial acumen. Throughout 
my corporate career, I was exposed to a myriad 
of different financial models from a variety of 
industries, including retail. As a result, I knew what 
it would take to grow a business from small to large, 
and I tried to model our blueprint for growth off of 
what worked best for other companies. 

Secondly, work ethic. Anyone who operates in 
this industry knows that, as entrepreneurs and small 
business owners, we don’t ever get to take a day off. 

Being in commercial lending and investment banking 
laid the groundwork for the rigorous schedule that 
comes along with a lifestyle of entrepreneurship. 
In the banking world, I would work an entire day, 
leave and go to my MBA courses in the evening, then 
go back to work late at night before starting all over 
again the next day. It taught me to push ahead and 
multitask, and the value of true work ethic. 

HR: You recognized early on in your career 
that growing the number of store locations was 
essential to the success of your business, quickly 
moving from one to two locations, and then adding 
four more a few years later. What advice would 
you give another home improvement retailer 
looking to expand?

JM: Quite honestly, I would tell you to look bigger. 
Going from one to two stores is nice, but I would 
challenge anyone looking to grow to set goals based 
on a specific dollar volume and unit number of 
stores. One of the biggest risks in retail is to have 
all of your eggs in one basket. You need to diversify 
your investment—and having multiple stores can 
help you mitigate your risk.

In my opinion, running multiple stores is actually 
easier than running a single store. I have my teams 
in place, which for the most part can run the day-to-
day operations, so that I can focus on the strategic 
business plan. 

HR: What unique challenges do you think 
independent retailers such as yourself face in 
today’s market?

JM: As independent retailers, we face challenges 
every day, in nearly every facet of our business. I’ll 
be the first to tell you my business is not perfect. We 
know we have work to do, and I’d say we’re about 
halfway there. There’s always room for improvement.

Jeremy Melnick
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As it relates to specific challenges, we’re 
always going to be faced with bigger, better, more 
well-funded competition—whether that’s the big 
box down the street or the online giants that are 
capturing more transactions than ever before.  
But, we also can’t try to be something we’re not. 

Probably the biggest challenge of all is one that 
we put on ourselves—the feeling that we have to 
wear every hat within our organization, all the 
time. It’s that constant juggling and prioritization 
of day-to-day operations, including human 
resources, financial operations, inventory and 
training—the list could go on and on. We have to 
challenge ourselves to take a step back so that,  
as leaders, we can focus on long-term growth. 

HR: Where do you see your business in five years? 
JM: We are going to be different than we are 

today, for sure. We will be larger. We will be more 
efficient than ever before. That’s part of the spirit 
of small business—you have to change and evolve 
or you run the risk of becoming insignificant to the 
competition. My hope is that in five years, if an 
opportunity presents itself, my company may be 
able to serve as a succession path for my industry 
peers who are ready to retire. 

HR: Where do you see the home improvement 
industry in five years? 

JM: I’ve been extremely fortunate to have the 
opportunity to visit with many independent 
retailers across the country. What I’ve seen in 
so many stores over the last decade is retailers 
embracing technology. We have only just scratched 
the surface on what technology can do for our 
businesses—it will keep us nimble and better able 
to compete and enable us to move faster. With more 
and better technology acceptance, the hardware 
store will be more than the mom and pop corner 
store—we’ll be more sophisticated than ever. 

HR: If you could wave a magic wand and change 
one thing about this industry, what would  
you change? 

JM: I want consumers and local businesses 
to think of the hardware store first. I don’t 
want to be their second or third stop in the 
purchase process. Before they click “buy now” 
on something online that they’re not 100 percent 
confident in, or before they drive 10 or 20 miles 
to the nearest big box, I want them to start with 
us, the neighborhood family-owned store, and let 
them see just how much we have to offer. Jeremy Melnick says he wants consumers to think of local hardware stores as their first stop when they shop.


