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Minneapolis start-up Pad & Quill uses old-world production techniques to 
produce book-like covers for iPads, iPhones and other high-tech gadgets. 

 

Founder Brian Holmes envisions Pad & Quill emerging as an e-commerce 
leader in the exploding, yet largely wide-open, market for accessories for 
Apple's iPad tablets. 

"The potential is bigger than my original vision," said Holmes, who started 
the company in April 2010 with his wife Kari in the St. Louis Park house 
where they live with their five children. "This company was a gift. I just 
want to be a good steward of this gift. I want to maximize it as best I can." 

Holmes is a long way from dominance for now. This year's sales at Pad & 
Quill, which has five employees, are expected to approach $900,000. But 



the company's iPad covers have been well reviewed in the tech blogs that 
Holmes, a self-described "total Apple geek," avidly reads. 

Design and detail are key 

The favorable reception appears to stem in part from the eye for design and 
detail that Holmes brings as a former painting contractor who specialized 
in artistic finishes for remodeling projects. 

Pad & Quill cases feature Baltic birch and Italian bonded leather and are 
produced in the Twin Cities using old-world bookbindery techniques. In 
addition to iPads, the company makes covers for Apple iPhones, iPods and 
MacBook Air laptops and Amazon's Kindle and Barnes & Noble's Nook e-
readers. 

Holmes, who counts 18,000 Pad & Quill customers globally, got the idea for 
starting the company when he decided he could make a superior product at 
a better price and more quickly than what he'd seen online from what is 
now one of his main competitors. 

Ever the Apple fanboy, Holmes was shopping for a cover for the iPad he 
admits he probably shouldn't have bought given the difficult financial 
straits his family then faced. He had shuttered his painting company, which 
had operated from 1991 to 2008, for what turned out to be a brief stint with 
a tech start-up. 

In 2010, he spent $1,200 having four prototype covers made, two for iPads, 
two for iPhones. Within two weeks of e-mailing pictures to tech bloggers, he 
had made his first 100 sales. With that cash in hand, he got production 
going and Pad & Quill was off and running. 

The company's early success attracted an investment from the owners of 
Trendex, the St. Paul company that does custom book bindery for the 
device covers. The investment helped Holmes move the company's offices 
out of his basement and into a converted Minneapolis warehouse. 

Other local companies involved are Brush Masters, which does finishing 
work; CNC Routerworks, which does wood cutting, and Snap Social Media, 
which provides Web design and advertising strategy. 

Tablets are a booming market 



As Holmes seeks another investor, he's working closely on growth strategy 
with George Lee, president and CEO of both e-commerce services company 
Snap Social Media and its parent, Golden Valley-based Internet retailer 
Probus OneTouch. 

Tablet computer sales are projected to grow from 25 million to 30 million 
units a year to up to 120 million a year in three to five years, according to 
recent studies, Lee said. 

"Everybody has a different reason for buying a protective cover -- security, 
protection, it looks like a book, it feels like a book," Lee said. "But guess 
what -- everybody wants a cover of some kind." 

The key element of that growth, besides consumer sales, is the iPad's 
potential in the business and education markets, Lee said. 

Lee and Holmes both discussed the possibility of expanding Pad & Quill's 
product lineup to serve a broader range of the accessory market. That could 
include producing super-premium device covers made of high-grade 
leather from Mexico to well-designed, budget-minded cases imported from 
China. 

Holmes said he would like to maintain his Twin Cities production as well. 

"We want to keep a handmade-here-in-Minnesota version, but we need to 
bring this into a place where we offer a good/better/best model," Holmes 
said. At Trendex, co-owner Jeff Polacek said he welcomes the partnership 
with Pad & Quill as an opportunity to be part of a growth market after 
seeing its bindery business decline with the rise of the Internet and, more 
recently, tablet computers and e-readers. 

"We've spent the last 90 years involved with information packaging," 
Polacek said of Trendex, founded in 1919. "It's a great marriage between 
our production skills and the future of the way business is done." 

The expert says: Dileep Rao, president of InterFinance Corp. in Golden 
Valley and professor of entrepreneurship at Florida International 
University, said Holmes has done many smart things with Pad & Quill. 



One, Rao said, is developing a product "at the intersection of passion and 
great trends." Another is selling direct to customers, which avoids the need 
to build channels and offer discounts while generating cash up front. 

Rao did question Holmes' pricing: "If Holmes is selling a 'better' product 
for a lower price, is he leaving money on the table?" 

 


