	This transcript was exported on Sep 26, 2023 - view latest version here.




Speaker 1 (00:05):
Main Street Business Insights is a production of Main Street America, an organization leading a movement that's committed to strengthening communities through preservation-based economic development in historic downtowns, and neighborhood commercial districts nationwide. To learn more, visit mainstreet.org.
Matt (00:26):
Welcome, everyone, to the next episode of the Main Street Business Insights podcast, where we feature the stories of America's downtown and neighborhood entrepreneurs. I'm your host, Matt Wagner, chief program officer at Main Street America. And today's podcast features Harvey Williams, Jr., co-founder and CEO of the Delta Dirt Distillery in downtown Helena, Arkansas. Full mission, everyone. This, I believe, was probably the first time, in numerous years of business travel, in which I actually had to buy another suitcase while on the trip, in this case, just to ship back some of the spirits I bought there. And if you have a taste of Delta Dirt's sweet potato vodka, you'll know why.
(01:06):
Harvey and his family are innovators in so many ways, I discovered. Delta Dirt is the only Black-owned farm to bottle distillery business in the U.S., having discovered a more efficient way to extract the sugars from sweet potatoes, to create a vodka spirit that has now won multiple awards, including double gold at the San Francisco World Spirits Competition, triple gold at the MicroLiquor Spirits Award, and gold in Best in Class for vodka with the American Craft Spirit Association. Underlying these accolades is a fascinating journey that you'll hear, that speaks to the challenges of farming, and the pure rarity, given the profound decline of Black-owned farms in the U.S. In fact, just 1% of farmers in the United States today identify as Black according to the United States Department of Agriculture. These numbers are down from 1 million Black farmers a century ago. In 1919, Black farmland ownership peaked at 16 to 19 million acres, about 14% of total ag land.
(02:11):
So, before we hear more about the Delta Dirt Distillery story, I wanted to shout-out to my friend, Dr. Veronica Womack, executive director of the Rural Studies Institute at Georgia College, and the amazing work she does as a founder of the Black Farmers Network. This effort is so helpful in not only preserving current Black-owned farms like the Williams', but the helping to spawn, grow, and scale a new generation of Black farm operations. There'll be a link to the network in the show notes to learn more. So with that, hope you enjoy the discussion, and we'll see you on the other side.
(02:58):
Hello, everyone. Welcome to the Main Street Business Insight podcast. I'm your host, Matt Wagner, chief program officer at Main Street America, and today I'm so excited to welcome Harvey Williams, co-founder and president of the Delta Dirt Distillery here in Helena, Arkansas. It's so good to finally be sitting down with Harvey. I've been able to chat with him, and I've read many stories about the business and his wonderful family, and this really just amazing story of taking what was sweet potato farming and other farm crops, into a vodka and gin business here in downtown. And so I'm going to get started right away with turning this over to Harvey to tell a story, because I've got a lot of questions, Harvey, so I'm going to turn it over. Tell us a little bit about your journey. How did this all become a business for you?
Harvey (03:47):
Well, first of all, Matt, thank you for coming down to Helena. This is a small town, but we're glad to have you here. For me, my story really started here, about 20 miles, I grew up on a farm nearby from here. And really did like a lot of people in small towns, they get out of high school, they just started looking for opportunity. I went to school and got a good job, what I considered a good job, and I just had a career in food processing and moved a lot of places across the country. I did get lucky and married a local girl.
Matt (04:26):
That helps. There you go.
Harvey (04:27):
[inaudible 00:04:27] High school sweetheart. And we... Oh, I can say this. This coming Saturday will be our 34-year anniversary.
Matt (04:35):
Oh, congratulations.
Harvey (04:37):
So we're excited about that. But I had a good career, and raised our family in various places, and then moved back home. That was kind of always the idea. Although for my wife, she said, "This is sooner than I had anticipated." But we always did want to get home, and wanted to start a business. And this distillery really is a culmination of everything that I have done in my career to say, "Okay, now, this is the next phase for us." I had jobs doing many different things, disciplines, and I look back on it now, and I see that those roles, those different jobs prepared me. I only worked for two companies, or three companies, but each one of those jobs prepared me for the things that I would need to run my own business. And you just never know that that was going to be the case, but it's helped in everything that I'm doing now.
Matt (05:45):
It's wonderful. Wonderful.
Harvey (05:46):
This distillery is... It didn't start out being as big as it has become, but it really is fulfilling for me and my family, and it's been a bright spot in this community, which I'm really, really happy about.
Matt (06:05):
So, let's talk a little bit about farming. So hopefully my Main Street colleagues... "Oh my God, he's going to talk about farming. What about downtowns?" But farming's changed quite a bit over the past many decades, and most farming in this country has gone very corporate with the big three crops. And it seems with any business there are key decision points in which you need to pivot. And it sounds like that you've had to decide to shift and diversify, and you got into planting sweet potatoes. So, tell me a little bit about that, and then how this sort of innovation occurred into vodka.
Harvey (06:48):
Yeah. Yeah, it seems like a major leap, but really the sweet potatoes happened a generation before me. I mean, like I said, I grew up on this farm, and my dad, out of almost mere necessity, diversified into vegetables, away from traditional row cropping, because we didn't have a lot of acres in terms of farming. And when he started farming after his dad, 86 acres was not a tremendous amount of acres, and especially if you're going to try to sustain that with soybean and corn and wheat. So he diversified, and got into vegetables. So I grew up growing sweet potatoes, squash, purple hull peas, okra, those type things. But he did it in a commercial way, in a way such that you could sustain. And he had business with Walmart and some of these other big food service outlets.
(07:49):
So, me moving back home, wanting to have a business tied to this farm required, I guess, another level of diversification. And I actually got the idea from my baby brother who stayed back and farmed with my dad, and they would go to these vegetable conferences every couple of years. And that year they came back, and he was so excited about all these things [inaudible 00:08:16] with sweet potatoes, and specifically North Carolina. And he said, "Man, this guy had some vodka there." So he introduced the whole idea of sweet potato vodka. And I thought, "Man, we should do that." And I started researching and investigating, and said, "Can I really make a business model out of this?" And that's kind of how the whole concept of sweet potato vodka came about, and having a distillery. So, everybody's got an origin. [inaudible 00:08:49]
Matt (08:50):
That's right. That's right. Okay. So, tell me a little bit about the art and science, because it's one thing to grow the sweet potatoes, but I imagine that there's some science behind going into the spirits business. How did that occur?
Harvey (09:07):
Well, the first thing I did was start asking a whole bunch of questions, start researching on the internet and trying to figure out, is anyone using sweet potatoes to make vodka? And besides the one that my brother found in North Carolina, there were two others that we found, one in California, one up in New Jersey, actually, of all places. But there's a reason why not many people are using sweet potatoes to make alcohol, and it is the science that is that barrier. Because extracting these sugars out of sweet potatoes, even though in the name and inherent sweet potatoes, my wife found a professor to really help us figure out how to extract those complex sugars and convert those into simple fermentable sugars, as he calls them. And there's a lot of science to that.
(09:59):
And my son, I have two sons that work in the business with Don and I, and so fortunate for that, but we went through a whole series of tests over months of time to try to figure out how to get those sugars out of those potatoes. And fortunately, we've been able to have some breakthrough science that allow us to do that and extract the sugars and the flavors out of those sweet potatoes.
Matt (10:29):
Excellent, excellent. So, I did a lot of reading on the business, and your family has just a fascinating background and legacy in farming. And I wonder if you could talk a little bit about one of the particular stories about your granddad that maybe had some interesting ties to distillery and distilling, spirits, a long time ago, and maybe it was part of the heritage.
Harvey (11:00):
Yeah. That's an exciting story. Really, it is. And had we not pursued this distillery business, that may have been a story that got eluded from my whole family. So, my great-grandfather started our farm in the late 1800s, farming that land, and he never owned it. He was a sharecropper that whole time. And then my granddad started farming [inaudible 00:11:23] same way, he's a sharecropper as well. But he was able to buy our farm from that sharecropping system back in 1949. And he did that with the money and proceeds from the cotton that his family picked and the moonshine that he was making on the side. So...
Matt (11:44):
It's like the old-time side hustle.
Harvey (11:47):
Yeah. Yeah, that's right. So, to learn that during this process was just... I mean, it was just fascinating to know, because my dad came... We were in the midst of this project, and he comes out with this jug, the one you see over in this corner here. He comes out with that jug and says, "This is the only thing that we have left, or the last thing we have as evidence of your granddad doing moonshine." I'm like, "Okay, you got to tell us more about that story." But as a result, now the whole family knows that that's how we essentially acquired the farm, and it became part of our history. So, it's just a big deal to know that.
Matt (12:26):
It is. It is. And I know that also there's a special year, I believe, in '86. Does that ring a bell?
Harvey (12:35):
Yeah. So, I told you the story about my granddad getting our farm out of sharecropping, but I didn't tell you is, it was 86 acres that he was able to get, and that was the original farm, which like I said, is 20 miles from here where we sit. So, part of the commemoration, 86 sort of became our number, because when we finally got a batch of sweet potato vodka, we thought 86 is our number for two reasons. One, the number of acres that my granddad bought. Two, my wife and I graduated high school together in 1986, which... Okay, some things just aren't by accident, I guess.
Matt (13:22):
That's right. That's right. And I will have to mention that we are brothers, and that I also graduated in 1986 from high school.
Harvey (13:31):
See, this story is meant to be told by you.
Matt (13:34):
That's right. It's perfect. I'm going to switch into the business a little bit more. When you decided to and the families decided to launch the distillery, obviously you had a long legacy in successful farming, you had your corporate background that you talked about, and certainly a solid plan to get this all started. Given that we're in certainly rural America, in the Delta region more specifically, what were the challenges in starting a business here?
Harvey (14:09):
Well, there were many. And this business in particular, distillery, is not your everyday business either. Part of the challenge is deciding to put your business in an area that is almost forgotten, and you don't have much business activity. And I find Main Streets like where we are, and Main Street downtown Helena, Arkansas, Main Streets across the country are in one of three phases. They're in the phase of complete decay and dilapidation and just forgotten, or some version of revitalization, which I think is where we are, or there are some who have really made it a destination and is part of the vibrant cultural fabric of that community.
(15:03):
So, for us to put it here, we've been challenged with not much traffic coming down, not many resources in the area to really get things done that you need done for small businesses. But we persevered anyway, and decided that we're going to do it. And we have been pleasantly surprised and really fulfilled with people saying, "We are really ecstatic about you guys putting your business here and investing in an area that has seen its best days." And I think, well, the best days are yet to come. We just got to go through the growth of this. So, there are a lot of challenges, and you can imagine every small business has its challenges. They are of exacerbated by not having many resources in a small town.
Matt (16:09):
Yeah. In the distiller business, and folks can't see what I can see, which is a lot of equipment, it's a very capital intensive business.
Harvey (16:21):
It is.
Matt (16:22):
When you think about financing, how did you approach that, given how capital intensive this business is?
Harvey (16:29):
Well, to be honest with you, Donna and I were a little bit naive in that we were attempting to finance this business on our own without getting capital funding. And I say that's naive because this is a very capital intensive business, but we wanted to be able to do it the right way, at our own pace, and not feel so much pressure to deliver this and deliver that. But as it turned out, there was gaps. In any business, you're going to have things that come up that are unknown. You get a business in a downtown historic district, you're going to find things in that building that are unknown, and they're costly, and they are unexpected, and unexpected expenses.
(17:25):
So, we had a gap, and we had to seek some financing to help close that gap. Traditional financing was not available for this business in particular, people are unfamiliar with distilleries here, and for the most part throughout the state of Arkansas. This is not Kentucky or some of the traditional distillery states. So, we had to get some funding from outside of the state and some non-traditional financing resources. But we, again, as I said, persevered and forged through that and figured out how to make it work.
Matt (18:05):
And now, do I understand that you've also had some additional outside external financing that really looks at distilleries? And walk me through what that process was like. That's not very common for a lot of mainstream businesses to think about angel or venture capital in some ways.
Harvey (18:23):
Yeah. We have gotten the attention of a lot of people from the outside about what we've done. I didn't expect all this attention. And much of it has been pleasant. We learned that we were, after we got started, that we were the only Black-owned farm distillery in the country, which I had no idea that that was the case. We were growing our own grain and sweet potatoes to make our product. And then as a result of that, there was a group out there that said their mission is to help minority businesses who were trying to get into the spirits industry with some financing. And that has been very, very helpful. But they've also brought some technical expertise and some industry knowledge that... I didn't grow up in this industry, so there's so many things that I don't know, that they've been really helpful with data and distribution and learning some things that you don't know. So for that, the Pronghorn Group has been really helpful for us.
Matt (19:36):
Yeah. It's like having your own back office, from marketing to actually getting product out, like you said, with logistics. It's a huge resource for [inaudible 00:19:48].
Harvey (19:48):
It is. It is. And I can't say enough about them, and giving them a shout-out in our discussion, Pronghorn has just been really good for that. And you can applaud the initiative that they've done, not just for us, but for the spirits industry.
Matt (20:07):
You could have gone certainly a more traditional business to business route, where you were selling to distributors or to other retail outlets, but you made this decision to open up what is really an amazing facility here in downtown Helena. Could you talk about why that was so important for you and Donna?
Harvey (20:31):
Yeah. And you're right, and the initial thought is that this business does need to be based on production and getting product out the back door. That's what my business model was on, getting it clearly across the state of Arkansas, but beyond that, I want it to be across the U.S. and now my sons have pushed that envelope and said, "We're going to be an international business." And I'm like, "Okay, I'm good with that." But we also created this space because I wanted people to be able to come in and see a distillery. I took a lot of, when we were doing this business, I went on a lot of trips and visited a lot of distilleries.
Matt (21:20):
Those had to be fun tours.
Harvey (21:21):
They were. They were. And they were learning journeys for me, because I asked a lot of questions, I was doing a lot of observations, just trying to figure out, what are people doing? And one of the things that I knew that I wanted to have was a tasting room, and a space where people would come in and be comfortable, enjoy our spirits, take a tour, see the facility, and hear our story. And that's really the primary reason why Donna and I both decided that we're going to invest a lot of time, and be intentional about this space and what we were doing here.
(22:04):
And if you know the country, we call it the country, rural America, there are not a lot of distilleries really in this part of the state. And I wanted to take the mystery out of the distillery. People's experience with alcohol is typically just at the retail level. Well, that's made somewhere, and it's made in a place just like this, and it happens to be from products that are grown in your own county, nearby. I just think it's a special way to help people to see that and learn more about it.
Matt (22:41):
Yeah. Combined with just an amazing family story. So, I should also mention that is important about downtown Helena, is the wonderful commitment. Your wife serves on an advisory board, as does Thomas, your son, and just further demonstrates the commitment that all of you have made, not only obviously to the business, but to the downtown.
(23:07):
I want to talk about the pace of business, if we could, Harvey. You all started sort of in the midst of the pandemic, even though there was a lot of work before the pandemic, and the pace of change seems to have accelerated, and I wonder what's changed in the spirits business. What have you experienced over these last few years that maybe wasn't what you anticipated and gives you a pause to what's my direction going forward?
Harvey (23:40):
Yeah. I mean, that's an interesting way to look at this. We essentially are a business that started post-pandemic. We were on the tail end of the pandemic, and we opened up. We opened up April 1st of 2021, and it was a different time, and I wanted to open up, but I wanted to do it in a safest way possible. So, we've got those photos of our grand opening, and people are in masks, and we got hand sanitizer everywhere, and those type things. But one of the things that is clear is that people want to be out. They want to have community. They want to be in places that they can share with each other and learn. And I think this distillery is a place that has become a gathering place for people post the pandemic.
Matt (24:41):
Yeah. And the reality, and I'll take some photos and we'll post them in the show notes, but we are actually in what is like a living room in the distillery. So this truly is the community living room in many respects. As the president, and certainly one with the family leading the company here, what aspect of business ownership do you find most challenging, and what is most rewarding for you?
Harvey (25:10):
Well, in many respects, the challenge is the reward. I mean, to me, everything... Because when you're a small business owner, and a new business owner, I've never owned a business before, everything is a challenge, and everything really is a problem to be solved. And you go through the process of figuring out who you need to know, what you need to know, what resources do you need, and you start to learn and grow.
(25:47):
And on the other side of that, it's like, "That feels good, and look what we've done." And I can tell you from the very beginning, when you talk about the pandemic impact in our business, the equipment that we bought, the main steel and distillation equipment, came out of Canada. They sent the equipment down, the building wasn't ready, so them coming down to do the install, I just wasn't ready for them. Got ready in March of 2020, and they said, "We can't come down." I mean, I don't think their government was allowing them to come down [inaudible 00:26:2 [inaudible 00:26:23]. ] pandemic."
Matt (26:24):
[inaudible 00:26:24] yes.
Harvey (26:25):
So they sent me all the drawings, the blueprints, everything. And for the most part, me and my brother and my nephew, we put this equipment together.
Matt (26:36):
Wow.
Harvey (26:37):
At least the initial assembly of it. And that was a challenge. I mean, if you think about it, that's a challenge. And once you get over the daunting part of, "I've got to do this," then you just get on with it, and you make phone calls, you do the FaceTime, you do whatever you can to get that done. And you learn. [inaudible 00:26:55]
Matt (26:55):
That's a hallmark of a small business owner. Do whatever it takes.
Harvey (26:58):
Yeah. Yep. And just last week, we... Well, the other challenge, I mentioned it earlier, was figuring out the science behind these potatoes. And the reward is, we've gone from probably fourfold in terms of yield from when we started with the potatoes to what we are able to get now. Just last week we made our first production run on our semi-automated bottling line. We were sort of hand bottling. We had some tabletop things that allowed to wash the bottle, fill the bottle, put the label on. And now that's somewhat automated. You load the bottles on this table, and it does the wash, fill, cork, label, and put the tamper-proof seal on, and you catch the bottle at the end.
(27:49):
But we had to figure a lot of that out on our own, because we didn't pay to have the technicians to come in to do the install. And I've been on the phone with them a lot, but we met that challenge. And the reward is, we were able to produce both sizes last week and did a successful changeover it. I know that's a crazy answer, but sometimes the problem and the challenge becomes the reward in the end.
Matt (28:19):
It also showcases the importance of new learning, especially in the realm of technology, and how that can bring efficiency to a growing business, which you've obviously had to transition to. Given you have a farm and a variety of distilled spirits in the market, and I should say a variety of award-winning, which we'll also post in the show notes, but where do you see the future for this business? Where are the opportunities for you?
Harvey (28:52):
Well, I don't think we have maximized the products that we have now. I mean, this sweet potato vodka is amazing. We thought we had produced a good product, but you don't know that until you really have an independent body, and you send it out to be judged, and you wait anxiously just sweating and just waiting on the feedback to see how you did. And for our product to win the top award in three of the major spirit competitions, is humbling. It's pretty amazing. And there's a lot of opportunity for people across the country, and the world, I got to start thinking globally now, to taste this product and understand why this product has gotten a double gold for two consecutive years with the San Francisco World Spirits Competition. And you see the article behind this from Forbes that said, we were one of four who competed for one of the best vodkas in the world.
Matt (29:59):
Amazing.
Harvey (29:59):
And to come in behind the UK is pretty amazing, right? Right here in Helena, Arkansas.
Matt (30:06):
We're moving it to Helena.
Harvey (30:07):
Yeah.
Matt (30:08):
That's awesome. Let's close out with some advice for other businesses. Our goal here is that small businesses can learn from other small business owners. And so, as you think about all the things you've learned in this journey, what kind of advice would you give to other small business owners?
Harvey (30:28):
Well, you can only know your own experience, but I would say, especially if you decide to put a business in a Main Street or an area that's in process of being revitalized, find a way to make sure that you can sustain your business during that period. And we decided we were going to do that by having a model that the product is going outside of our location here, but there are other ways to sustain your business. So I'd say one, make sure that your business can be sustained.
(31:04):
Number two, be okay not necessarily following all the norms of a standard business. That's like your days or hours. We're only open here in this tasting room three days a week, Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. We didn't attempt to be open every day, for a lot of reasons. One, we're small family business. We just don't have the manpower to do that, nor the money. The other part is, we're back in the back, in the distillery, we're working. We are distilling and cutting potatoes and grinding corn and all the things that it takes to run a distillery. But we found that Friday, Saturday, and Sunday, it's good. It serves the purpose of allowing people to visit both local and from afar in this space.
(31:56):
And I think the third thing I would say is seek out resources that are willing to help you. Some are even designed to help small businesses, and I didn't do a good enough job of seeking out some of those resources. They're out there. I mean, sometimes they are technical resources. Sometimes they are low interest loans, grants, just there are things that are out there that, if you seek them out, you'd find that there's more than you originally thought.
Matt (32:31):
Great lessons in diversifying your revenue model, to don't be afraid to craft your own pathway. And I think you're right. There's a lot of resources that's going to build that connection, you've got to go out and seek them and find them. And so, Harvey, I've just had a wonderful time chatting with you and certainly wish you all the best, and you and your family, the best of luck in the business. And now, I think it's time that I try some vodka.
Harvey (33:03):
You won't be disappointed.
Matt (33:05):
Thanks, Harvey.
Harvey (33:05):
Yeah, thank you.
Matt (33:16):
So, there you have it. I hope you enjoyed the conversation with Harvey Williams, Jr., Delta Dirt Distillery in downtown Helena, Arkansas. A remarkable human and family of business and community leaders dedicated to making the best product, while delivering on a dream to make their hometown a much better place for everyone.
(33:35):
I try to take a lesson away from every one of these visits, whether it's a new idea or a solution or what have you. But I must say, with Harvey and his family, my lesson was more rooted... Well, I learned a ton of things, but really more rooted in emotion than a professional education opportunity. I was just beaming with this sense of honor of being able to share for a moment Harvey and his family's journey to what is not only a successful business, but just this incredible giving back and sense of commitment to community.
(34:10):
So, with this big smile on my face, thank you once again to the Williams family for sharing this story with all of us. So if you're a business owner, I hope this episode has provided plenty of new insights, solutions, and inspirations. And as consumers and professionals in the field, please continue to support your local small business and tell their stories. They're so important to our local and national economies, and most importantly, they promote and provide the quality of living to the places we all call home.
(34:41):
That's going to do it for this episode of the Main Street Business Inside Podcast. Thanks again for listening. Please rate and review us, and as always, be sure to subscribe and tell your friends and family and neighbors and colleagues, so you all can catch us on the next episode, when I'll be in Elkhart, Indiana, sitting down with Danny Reynolds, owner of Stephenson's, a generational apparel store with, get this, a 91-year history. You can imagine the stories coming out of that long history. Don't miss it. We'll see you then, and thanks for all the support.
Speaker 1 (35:16):
Thanks for listening to Main Street Business Insights, a production of Main Street America. If you know a local business with a great story to tell, please share it with us by emailing businessinsights@mainstreet.org.
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