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Getting into GEAR
The Success Behind Gear West
Jan Guenther

Editor’s Note: While I never had the slight-
est chance of pursuing Jan Guenther on a race 
course, I did pursue her for a story on the his-
tory of Gear West. As customers, we see Silent 
Sports shop owners among the gear we covet, 
talking the talk we love. How often have we 
wished to be them? Finally, I “caught” Jan 
and asked for her story on what goes on be-
hind the scenes. Reading what she has revealed 
here, I can only thank her even more for de-
voting precious time to let us in on the real 
world behind the birth and growth of one of 
our mecca Silent Sports shops. 

Welcome to the journey of Gear West 
in Long Lake, Minnesota. From a 
500-square-foot start in 1990, to a mid-
sized campus, and now, 31 years later, 

Gear West is a mix of four separate busi-
nesses: biking/triathlon, cross-coun-
try skiing/running, downhill skiing/
boards, and a web/e-commerce business 
support with 24 full-time staff, each con-
tributing to Gear West’s wealth of endur-
ance sports experience and knowledge. 

Before the Internet’s offerings took 
off, Brian Knutson and I had big aspira-
tions starting Gear West. We would create 
the most unique cross-country ski store 
that had ever existed, offering expansive 
choices and service surrounding all things 
skiing, with the summer business plan to 
include gear for biking and triathlon, my 
other athletic love. 

Brian’s background was in cross-coun-
try ski racing, managing BJ’s (a Minneapo-
lis area bike and ski store at the time), and 
coaching cross-country skiing in Montana 

prior to working for Fischer Skis and Swix 
Wax as a sales rep. He focused on selling 
skis based on fl ex and fi t, as well as pro-
viding ski racers with hand-peeled ski 
bases using a sharp metal scraper; retail 
grind machines were yet to come. From 
the start, our goal was to provide a higher 
level of service and selection than what he 
had experienced during his retail travels. 

For me, cross-country skiing and tri-
athlon racing molded my life’s activities 
post-studies. College life was in Durham 
North, Carolina. Back then, ski racing was 
not in my vocabulary. I ran 5 miles once 
in four years. After graduation, I worked 
for a telecommunications company in 
Chicago, which funded night graduate 
school. During that time, I was introduced 
to a sport a season, running, biking, cross-
country skiing, and paddling; all silent 
sports which changed my life’s direction. 

After fi nishing Kellogg Northwestern 
School of Business, I quit the corporate 
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Jan Guenther in strong form during her 2021 Birkie. 
PHOTO COURTESY OF BRUCE ADELSMAN/SKINNYSKI.COM. 

Jan biked to the Lake Minnetonka Tri, 
won the overall Women’s Award, and then 
had to fi gure out how to bike back home 
with the lovely trophy in her backpack.

PHOTO COURTESY OF JAN GUENTHER.
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life, bought a bike store with two other 
partners, and learned to cross-country ski 
alongside a highway, and went full into 
the sport. Based in Illinois, I structured my 
retail business around ski events and trav-
eled to Minnesota to race at every oppor-
tunity. Brian, our store’s Illinois Fischer 
ski rep, took one look at my cross-country 
ski bases after I had a surprisingly good 
fi nish at the Pepsi Challenge in Biwabik, 
MN, and asked, “You raced on these?”

From that day on, we decided to com-
bine our love for skiing, triathlons, and 
our interest in business to open Gear West 
in Long Lake, 20 minutes west of Min-
neapolis. I was then 31, beginning what 
is now 31 years of retail growth best de-
scribed as a journey. The challenges, risks 
taken, setbacks, and sleepless nights, the 
critics, along with successes, and, most 
importantly, the loyal customer friends 
forged along the way, have contributed to 
a richness in my life that I have cherished 
forever; never have I started work on a 
Monday and longed for the weekend, as 
if I would ever have many free weekends. 
However, the goals set out for myself and 
Gear West grew in a crazy-fun, nonbusi-
ness school kind of way. 

Gear West outgrew four different 
buildings in Long Lake, eventually land-
ing on an old gas station property, which 
we bought, pulled out the pumps (not 
easy!), and planted trees on fertile dirt 
brought in to cover gas-soaked soil. All 
the while we expanded our bike, cross-
country ski and running gear businesses, 
brick-and-mortar and now electronically. 
Along the way, we raised two boys. I 
sliced my time to ski and race triathlons 
competitively. We added alpine skiing, 
the growth of which as a business most 
likely turned my hair gray, and an addi-
tional retail structure built to house alpine 
skis and boards. Staff increased for the 
expanding mail-order business, launched 
fi rst by catalog, then switching to digital 
e-commerce. Little by little, I found my-
self managing people more than selling. 
During that time, we sold the bike/tri 
business to an employee, then purchased 
it back 15 years later. 

The Vignettes of Gear West
Gear West opened in a 500-foot retail 
space separated from a Domino’s Pizza 
shop by one fl imsy door. I remember the 
peperoni smells wafting through vents, 

Gear West in 2021. The Nordic/Run Building.  PHOTO BY JAN GUNETHER.

One has to wander on a brick path through snowladen fi r trees, in wintertime 
anyway, to reach the Alpine store from the Nordic store. Both buildings have 
beautiful, native landscaping and solar panels.  PHOTO BY JAN GUENTHER.
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and the door flung open randomly by 
Domino’s employees, mistakenly thrust-
ing into our hands someone else’s pizza. 
Our very first Gear West customer bought 
three brake cables. 

I spent months lobbying with Trek bi-
cycles to carry their line. But, upon open-
ing, the only brands who supported us 
and fit into our tiny store were 8 Bridge-
stone bikes and about 25 pairs of Fischer 
skis. Thankfully, we expanded our square 

footage within the year. 
QBP, today’s largest distributor of 

bikes and accessories, didn’t exist yet, and 
I drove to Bauer Cycle Supply in Min-
neapolis to spend the rest of my savings, 
$11,000, on boring bike repair parts. Brian 
worked for Fischer during the day and re-
paired bikes at night. Finally, we felt bold 
enough to buy our first building, the old 
State Bank of Long Lake, complete with a 
defunct safe. Today, the space serves as an 

airless bike office. My memories include 
hanging by the rafters late into the night 
in this former bank, screwing bike hooks 
into fire retardant foam. At the time, our 
entire ski inventory filled the bank’s Presi-
dent’s Office, now housing our bike repair 
tune-up center. 

For events, we organized store bike 
rides and runs, BMX parking lot events, 
lantern-lit ski touring and coaching on 
Long Lake, and snow-shoveling for high 
school team races at Baker Park. With in-
dependent bookstores in existence then, 
we partnered for a book signing and talk 
by Born to Run author Christopher Mc-
Dougall. Over 300 customers listened to 
the beginning of the five-finger shoes and 
the barefoot running movement. And we 
launched the Gear West duathlon with 60 
participants, serving all the finishers with 
— what else? — Domino’s Pizza.

I paid employees to prop up my first 
little boy by the checkout counter while 
I served customers. Soon that same boy 
was rolling Swix kick wax tins down the 
store isles, racing the extra blues against 
the special reds. What a mess. Oh, the 
stress of juggling kids and work! Once I 
was trying to fit a customer’s skis while 
my second boy screamed in the back bath-
room, having stuffed his dirty diaper into 
the toilet, with poop everywhere. I left 
the guy standing on skis while I raced  

A drone shot of the Gear West Campus, courtesy of Gear West.
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toward the screams under the pretense 
that I badly needed a potty break, re-
turning to my customer (my hands well 
washed), pretending like nothing had 
happened. Balance: the never-ending fo-
cus of my life; building the business, rais-
ing boys, working in harmony with my 
spouse, and staying fit. 

At Las Vegas and Reno ski shows, 
Cindy Swift (now co-owner of Riverbrook 
Bike and Ski in Hayward, Wisconsin) and 
I confronted suppliers with their lack 
of women product sizes at ski demos. 
I never fell back on women issues as an 
impediment to building Gear West, but I 
did know I captured the ski companies’ 
attention more easily if I was fit and fast 
on skis, and also the order-placer and 
check-writer. 

A really bad day happened in the be-
ginning of our mail-order business. An 
Illinois customer, whom I vaguely knew, 
ordered a kid’s bike for Christmas. A part-
time high school mechanic boxed it up 
and scrawled the customer’s name on the 
UPS form. First problem: UPS could not 
decipher the writing and the bike sat in a 
warehouse for days, an hour from its Il-
linois destination. Next: After the late de-

livery problem was solved, the customer 
opened the bike box Christmas day and 
found a scratched bike frame due to our 
poor packaging. I took the angry custom-
er’s phone call on Christmas day, when 
we were catching up with work during 
the holidays, and absorbed his tirade, 
breaking down afterwards in tears. I kept 
asking myself, “Why was I doing this? An 
MBA grad from a good school could ex-
perience a better life!” It was just one of 
those moments. 

Fast-Forward
By 2021, my responsibilities have evolved. 
As Gear West grew, the less I knew about 
our products and the more I had to know 
about staff management. For so long, I de-
sired a mentor because my only corporate 
experience was three years working 8 to 
5 for a utility company, pre-computers. 
That work life made me run far from 
cubicles but did not provide me with 
enough management tools. I searched 
for personal business growth through in-
volvement in many CEO Roundtable type 
organizations. However, as I look back, 
the Life of Hard Knocks continues to be 

the best teacher. If I don’t improve by ex-
perience, I pay for it. Managing people is 
a never-ending education in psychology 
and humbleness, and I spend a lot of time 
learning. 

What I do know is that Gear West rep-
resents the quintessential small business, 
caring about our customers more than 
the big guys do. Brian and I started with 
ideas, hard work, dogs, and a true love for 
what we sell to those we love to sell to. 
We built a unique campus, complete with 
conifers where parking lots should have 
been; an economical hit. We are a business 
school nightmare: to fit customers well we 
carry more skis than inventory turns (the 
number of times inventory is sold during 
a defined period) should allow. Profits 
are reinvested in campus improvements, 
including solar panels, alpine plants, and 
updated ski tuning machines. 

Looking back 31 years later, I under-
stand that I traded a corporate life com-
plete with lower insurance deductibles 
for the joy and challenge of building three 
weather-dependent businesses. All be-
cause we love what we do, and I’d do it 
all over again.  S


