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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 Wagner (00:26):
Hi everyone, I'm Matt Wagner, chief program officer at Main Street America and host of the Main Street Business Insights Podcast, featuring the stories of America's downtown in neighborhood entrepreneurs. Thanks for joining as we explore the personal journeys of small business owners offering their personal perspectives, lessons learned, and of course, sharing their wisdom on operating succeeding along Main Street.
(00:50):
On today's show, we'll be chatting with Amber Lambke, co-founder and CEO of Maine Grains located in frankly just one of my favorite rural downtowns, Skowhegan, Maine. Amber's story truly highlights the importance of higher purpose business, combining a successful formula for growing and scaling with a passion for building community.
(01:11):
There's a number of really cool aspects about our podcast launch. First, if you want to gain some incredible insight into Maine Grains's operation and see Amber's resulting commitment to community, check out the video that accompanies this episode, which we've posted in the show notes. It's truly amazing and personifies the values and essence of this podcast.
(01:33):
Secondly, while most of our podcasts are recorded on location at the small businesses, which I really get a kick out of, we actually recorded the conversation with Amber with a live audience at our Main Street Now conference in Boston. It was a fantastic opportunity to also include some questions and engagement between Amber and Main Streeters from across the country. I've known Amber for a number of years now, but this was really our first chance to catch up post pandemic. During her talk, I was fascinated by how she was able to maintain core strategy in really a time of enormous change, being bold and pivoting when needed, but also just being totally forthright about some of the challenges in scaling her business in a smaller community. So here we go, our conversation with Amber Lambke. Enjoy.
(02:33):
Today's interview is particularly special for me. First, we're recording this live with an audience at our Main Street Now conference in Boston, and we'll have an opportunity at the end to have some interaction between our guest and Main Streeters from around the country. And secondly, I have this opportunity to engage with our guest, Amber Lambke, who's the co-founder, CEO and president of Maine Grains. And someone frankly I personally admire, that is just this rare individual that has amazing business insight, but the added attribute of being able to see the importance of community and business connection that embodies how we think about Main Street and what it means to be a main street. Amber, welcome to the Main Street Business Insight podcast. So good to have you here.
Amber Lambke (03:26):
Thanks for having me.
Matt Wagner (03:28):
Of all of our conversations and introductions since I met you in December of 2019 on a cold day in Skowhegan, Maine, I remain fascinated throughout all the years about your personal journey to start this company and in all the growth and success that you've had. Could you share with all of us as we sort of kick off the podcast about your own pathway to small business ownership that launched and scaled in the Main Street town of Skowhegan?
Amber Lambke (04:00):
Yes, of course. Thanks, Matt. Wonderful to be with you. And I really have Main Street Skowhegan and the Main Street organization to credit for a change in my life's path. I grew up in coastal Maine, went off to school and got a master's in communication disorders, returned to Maine happily to practice as a speech language pathologist for about 10 years, and moved to this central Maine town of Skowhegan, about 8,000 people by way of marriage, I married a family doc from Chicago who had already chosen Skowhegan as his home because as a family doc in rural places in America, you can still practice the full breadth of what you're trained to do and that was interesting to him.
(04:49):
So my job turned out to be portable and I was able to move to Skowhegan, practicing speech language pathology and get deployed by my private practice all over the state. But it was Main Street's founding in 2005 that brought me to the table to a first meeting in Coburn Park to talk about the four point approach and how citizens were really needed to be at the table to help inform and participate in the conversations.
(05:20):
Skowhegan had a downtown business association, we had a chamber of commerce, we had a town government, but nothing was catalyzing the coming together of those groups yet. And so I went to that first meeting and figured I had some talents to give. I had newborn kids. I didn't have a lot of volunteer time, but was willing to give some. And at that meeting I turned to a mentor in the community that I respected a lot who had run a successful hotel in Skowhegan for a long time. And I said, Roger, where would you suggest someone like me plugs in? I've got a little bit of time, and I'll never forget his answer. It was, "In communities like this, there's so much to do that pick something you care about and just start getting to work on it."
(06:08):
So for me, I found my initial home in farmer's market work in trying to help farmers in our community grow the market for their foods and literally grow the scope of the farmer's market in Skowhegan. And that ended up being a real turning point for me. I came to understand the challenges of agriculture in my community, but also came to understand it as part of the fabric of assets that we have. And one of the reasons why people were choosing our area was affordable land and some insurance against climate change. And so food was one of our tremendous assets and where people put their hard work to work.
(06:50):
So anyway, it's that volunteerism that really put me in touch with some of the obstacles like bread bakers and farmer's markets can't really meet the rules of farmer's markets because they couldn't find their primary ingredient, grain locally. They weren't growing it, they couldn't find it in Maine. So we were seeing bakers come to Maine farmer's markets where the rules say you need to be the producer or maker of what you bring to market. And they were bringing banana bread made from white flour, white sugar, bananas, what does that have to do with local food? And so those kinds of questions and those kinds of obstacles led us to have conversations about grain. That was a turning point for me. I did spend six years on our Main Street board and became a student of the philosophies of Main Street. I'm a huge believer in the power of local people from an area to be the change that they want to see in their communities.
Matt Wagner (07:53):
I never would've thought that now we can use the four point approach and Main Street volunteerism as a pathway for entrepreneurship. I think we've discovered a whole new track for small business creation. When you think about Maine Grains and where you're at today, what's your pitch? How do you describe the work of your business?
Amber Lambke (08:17):
Maine Grains is a gristmill that processes locally grown and organic heritage grains for bakers, brewers and chefs throughout the northeast. We are an infrastructure solution to something that was missing 10 years ago that caused... grains were available in Maine, but not for human consumption. And the issue was that we lacked the infrastructure for taking weeded seeds out of grain to make it edible or cracking that husky coating off of oats to get to the edible part on the inside. So while we were cover cropping with grains in Maine, we couldn't eat them. And so I do ultimately perceive, my gift to the community is probably creative problem solving, but we started asking ourselves, well, why couldn't we just solve this infrastructure? And our region used to be a huge producer of grains in the mid 1800s, and just looking at some of that history helped us all believe that this was possible.
(09:18):
We've just lost it, understand why we lost it, and figure out how to restore that infrastructure at a scale that makes sense today. And I wanted just to add too to this question that it feels different 10 years into our company than it did 10 years ago when we were going to economic development agencies and legislators and state folks for help. Entrepreneurship is taken seriously now. It was not 10 years ago, and I don't think even our community was recognizing entrepreneurs as a viable solution to economic change in communities that has dramatically changed in a short decade.
Matt Wagner (10:00):
Yeah, good point. Good point. It's difficult to start a conversation with a business owner without reflecting on the past few years and certainly the profound shifts that have been occurring in the pace of change. If we go back, reflecting on the past few years, how's Maine Grains' different sort of early stage 2020 compared to now in 2023?
Amber Lambke (10:28):
Great question. In the grain and flour business, there's been a lot going on in the last few years. So just to recap, we headed into the pandemic, 90% of our business was wholesale and 50 pound bags, as I said to baker's, brewers and chefs. We were really focused on those channels and deepening those channels in the northeast, improving our distribution within a day's drive of the mill. And almost overnight when toilet paper ran out on the shelves in the grocery store, so did flour. And I remember an Instagram poster or two, not unlike that photo you just had up there, Matt, of our store shelf with all the flour. And we just put something out and we said, need flour, we have it, hop online. And I don't know, that that was the entire driving force, but the lack of flour in the grocery store really scared people and our online business went berserk overnight.
(11:28):
So we went from 90% wholesale, 10% retail bags to 50:50 almost overnight. At the same time losing our biggest restaurant customers in major cities because they had to close. And the sheer volume that we were somewhat set up to manage in retail packing was stressed to the max for about three months. At its peak, we were about 3000 orders deep, and my children who were in high school were not allowed to report to school because of the pandemic. They were homeschooling. Teachers were still trying to figure out how they were going to work with kids, so there wasn't a lot for them to do besides these packets of worksheets that were coming home. So I was scooping up any high school student that would show up at our 8:00 AM team meeting and hiring them to come in and help on the pack line for the day.
(12:20):
I'll never forget one of these high school kids in tears over her first paycheck, which was about 650 bucks or something, and she turned her mom and said, "Is this a mistake?" And her mom said, "No, you've been working really hard. This is what comes with work." But a tremendous time of pulling together and there have been things to be grateful about through Covid, and one of them for us was that we were an essential business that could stay open so our folks could stay employed, and we had plenty of work to do as a business that could get food out to folks. So, very challenging. Some of the longest days I've ever worked in my life for three months straight.
(13:06):
However, we have come out of that with a bigger network of people that know our product, they know what we do. There was a tremendous social component to that period of time where there was a lot of unease and just the ability to talk to somebody on the phone or have someone respond to your email that your food is coming, we're packing it, we care about you, it'll be all right, was hugely therapeutic, I think for some people too.
(13:37):
So just the power of human connection through hard times was really felt by our company. So we're settling back out to our usual wholesale business, but it is forever changed. We're about 75% wholesale, 25% retail. Some of the major grocery chains of our region picked us up into the planograms during that period, recognizing that, "Oh yeah, we have a flour mill in Maine and we can get this product right under our nose."
Matt Wagner (14:07):
So one of the most common things that we're seeing with small business owners, this conversation about shifting models or diversifying revenue streams, you went through that process and it probably sounds pretty easy when hearing you, but what were the challenges that you had to experience? Wholesaling is quite different than going to consumers, how did you deal with that?
Amber Lambke (14:34):
Lots to learn, and we knew that all we needed to do in the thick of it was just put our heads down and get the orders out the door. But you're experiencing breakages of packages, flour arrives busted open. Oh, right, the shipping companies are using this machinery or this kind of handling. And so understanding how to work with much higher volume. The UPS driver would show up every day at 3:00 PM, he'd open the garage door and you would just see the sigh on his face of how many packages had to be physically moved in a short period of time onto his truck.
(15:08):
So everything from how you package to getting things there safely to understanding backend flow of orders, and we made mistakes. We tried to make our shipping plugin easier for ourselves, but really threw it all a skew with wonky charges by zip code, and you had to rewind that, so you're learning on the fly. We came out of that period recognizing that like, phew, okay, it's quieting down. We can stay on top of the daily orders now. Now let's take a deep dive and analyze where the inefficiencies were. How do we improve those? We ended up in a kaizen study after that period of time, which is kind of a Japanese approach to looking at LEAN manufacturing and identifying waste, waste in product, waste, in packaging, waste and movement, waste in time, all of those things. And have come out on the other side in much better shape understanding what we went through. So I'm a huge proponent, you will hear me talk about challenges as being a tremendous opportunity for business owners. They are what teach you the next thing that you need to know. And so some of it is just hanging on.
Matt Wagner (16:28):
I am curious, given all those challenges, how did you learn how to overcome? Were there key connectors, mentors, networks? What was that experience like for you to not have to internalize all that change but reach out and learn from others?
Amber Lambke (16:47):
I think in this whole journey to own a business, I have reached out to connect with others out of sheer humility that I didn't know everything I needed to know to start a business. And I had some core skillset sets. Ironically, I came out of a communications background, understanding task analysis. A lot of my work was behaviorism. So I was very used to walking into teams and conflict, taking a problem and dissecting it into its component parts and trying to figure out how we're going to work on solving a problem in little minute steps that you have to celebrate each little tiny success along the way in order to stay motivated to get to the end goal. So I understood that piece of business.
(17:32):
I understood the importance of operationalizing the roles in the business early on so that you can get help and have others fill those roles eventually. But particularly through this challenging moment of Covid, we recognized that our team itself needed to be a support for one another. Tremendous amounts of uncertainty. Think about masks, no masks, vaccines, no vaccines. I mean that kind of diversity of opinion existed on our team and decisions about mandating vaccination or hazard pay. I was like, I'm not coming to my team meeting in the morning saying people deserve hazard pay. I don't want them to think that this is hazardous to come to work in the morning. Do we appreciate that they're here and that it takes a lot to come out, given all the uncertainties to be at work? Yes, absolutely. And how do we deal with all of our anxieties in this moment?
(18:30):
And so we started outdoor team meetings, twice a day during that period, 8:00 AM and 1:00 PM at the shift change, and we are still doing them. It's an important time to come together, lean on each other for support and figure out what additional supports are needed on the team. So other mentors, boy, I am surrounded by tremendously talented mentors that help me on, our board of directors, those who can't serve on the board, who I have access to that lead other kinds of companies, breweries and whatnot. So any entrepreneur getting into business, I highly recommend find the people that you trust that'll tell you the thing you may or may not want to hear when you need to hear it, and who will stand by you in helping to solve your challenges.
Matt Wagner (19:17):
Perfect. I'm going to pivot a little bit to, you are very civic-minded. You are heavily invested in the Skowhegan community and in Main Street. And one of the unique things I find about your business is, and you spoke to it a little bit around the role of entrepreneurship and how critical that is to local economic development, to downtown revitalization. And I wonder if you could share a little bit about how did you evolve? So in Amber's business in downtown Skowhegan, there's been sort of this spawning of new businesses that are interconnected with Maine Grains. Could you share a little bit about how that occurred? What was your thinking behind, Hey, I should help spawn other kinds of businesses, almost like an incubator within a private corporation?
Amber Lambke (20:08):
Sure. Great question. I'll start by saying that I built this business plan and started the business having that experience of having been on the Main Street board. And one of the frustrating things for me at that time was going to conferences and getting coached as a citizen volunteer on how to schmooze with the developers and try to get them interested in coming to your town and tackle your white elephant buildings. And so fast forward, I'm involved in all this local food work with the farmer's market. We know that this building I'm in now is coming up for sale. It is on the cornerstone of the designated historic district that qualifies for some of the programs at work in the Main Street program.
(20:56):
And the county commissioners were tasked with selling that building and we were the first people on the scene interested, and the last people on the scene still interested in a two year process to sell that building. And that was because lots of people came in to look at the old jail for a hotel or a restaurant, and then they would run the demographics of our town and say, "Oh, not here, sorry." And so really it came down to a negotiation with our county commissioners to convince them to take a risk on our idea. I had never run a business before. I was a proven entity at that point in terms of my volunteerism and my ability to get things done. So I had some social capital there, but it was a struggle. And the struggle really rallied the community behind supporting the idea, asking our town to please take a chance on this. If we aren't willing to take a chance on ourselves, who are we willing to take a chance on?
(21:55):
And so the project itself was catalytic in helping people feel hopeful, helping inspire other risk. I looked at it as a pretty safe real estate risk because if the whole milling idea didn't work out, well at least I own a piece of downtown real estate in the historic district, I could repurpose it for something else. And we thought we could get this old jail building for cheap. So we set out when we were successful buying the building, we set out just trying to make the four corners of the building vibrant. So it looked vibrant. We didn't care what happened on the inside, and we knew that we could never raise enough money to fully rehab the entire building all at once. And so we did that. We got quirky little things going in all four corners. We had a pop-up shop for a while. We had a pottery studio for a while. We had a knit shop entrepreneur joined us right away and wanted to use some of the space while we got the mill going in one of the corners of the building.
(22:52):
And so we took it slow. We bit off one piece at a time, and never in my wildest dreams really did I set out to build an ecosystem. But what has happened with the ecosystem is incredible. So there is the spillover effect of one business to another business. There's the foot traffic coming to one business that the other business will benefit from. We brought the farmer's market to our parking lot. That is one of the ways that the cafe can succeed, that's there now is you have foot traffic on a Saturday that brings tons of people to your doorstep. And then the mill itself has this engine of producing a food grade product for bakers and brewers. We've got all these other byproducts. We've got hulls and shrunken and broken kernels and flour dust. And so before you know it, we've got farmers coming to our doorstep wanting all that stuff, willing to buy it for animal feed, chicken scratch, horse bedding, you name it.
(23:54):
So now we are getting to know more members of the community. And our flour products and byproducts are the basis of new companies getting launched in Skowhegan. Everything from fresh pasta to ice cream sandwiches with a cookie made with our grains to a frozen pizza dough company that makes pizza for our cafe and others around the northeast, crackers, soy sauce. It's coming.
(24:23):
And I'm pleased to share, just last weekend I was at the new applicants meeting for the farmer's market. I'm still on their board as a volunteer. Three out of four of the new applicants admitted into the farmer's market are all businesses built off of our products.
Matt Wagner (24:40):
Incredible.
Amber Lambke (24:40):
It's another pasta maker. It is someone growing mushrooms in our byproduct as a substrate, and it is a guy who is moonlighting, cultivating, get this mealy worms in our byproducts to be able to sell as chicken treats and maybe someday human food. We're not quite there yet, but he's headed there. But I have a backyard flock of chickens and they are going to love this product. So anyway, just testament to the ecosystem building either intentionally or accidentally of entrepreneurship in your community.
Matt Wagner (25:18):
Fantastic. And just reiterates and reinforces the importance of cultivating one's, like your own human capital in your community, that it doesn't have to be recruited or incentivized to come in. It's often right there, we just need to better support. Now there's sort of the flip side here. You started in one space, you continue to sort of grow and scale. And I would suspect with that, and especially when you're in a small town, that the kinds of challenges you're dealing with grow in scale and complexity. How do you deal with being in a small town and whether it's thinking about legal structures, the financial capital, how do you deal with that when it may not be present in your community?
Amber Lambke (26:08):
Yeah, great question. Yeah, the kinds of challenges we're managing are changing in scope, and I'll give you a couple of examples. And they're not necessarily new issues, but they're issues that I knew were present that are now affecting me. So one example I'll share is that, boy coming out of Covid, the state of Maine has done a wonderful job funding some grant programs that are going to support agriculture, that are supporting agriculture in our state. So we are the recipient of a number of different grants to help scale and meet the needs of challenging times.
(26:46):
Well, one of our goals is to build a new building next door to Maine Grains. The lot became available a few years ago when a dilapidated hotel was taken down, and we are a few years in the process of designing a new building. Well, one of the things that I knew about Skowhegan that I've known for years is that you don't see a lot of new construction in our town outside of box store development. And even I knew this through my husband, through a community of physicians who we recruit to town who can't get financing to build new homes on land they purchase because by the time you build a new structure, a home or a commercial building, it already won't appraise for what you spent to build it at.
(27:34):
So what we're facing right now is we try to grow the business and we need space. Next door to us is we're coming out of Covid with construction costs that are sky high. We're dealing with inflation. So the project that we budgeted to be a $3 million building in the last year and a half is penciling out at 7.4 million to build. And appraisers out of Boston that came up to appraise the project, whether we cost engineer it a little bit more or not, regardless of any more tweaks to this particular design, $2.4 million appraisal.
Matt Wagner (28:11):
Ouch.
Amber Lambke (28:12):
How do you make that work? Right? There is a huge gap between 7.4 and 2.4. And so that is what we're facing in our communities with new construction and business expansion. So we remain committed to that vision and we are in the throes right now of do we change the scope of the project? Do we try to build it for closer to 2.4 or get back down to three? What programmatic pieces do you lose in order to do that? So that's very challenging. It's the same thinking I had when I started the business, which is that these projects are solving big problems. It's not my personal responsibility as an entrepreneur that the grain economy left the northeast many, many years ago to an economy of scale that favored the Midwest. That's not my personal responsibility to find an ROI. Right?
(29:09):
So I leaned on philanthropic organizations, peer-to-peer lending, help wherever I could get it to take risks with me in what we were doing. And I feel like the real estate side of this is going to be the same. So who takes risks with you to build new buildings in rural communities? Well, you all have your stories, but there are families in communities that become known for doing most of the development or there are key philanthropists in your communities, but there aren't tons of them in small communities. And oftentimes they find their niche about what they like to give to. And if you're not that fit, then where else are you looking to sort of mitigate these gaps? So new markets, tax credits, things like that, but you got to go turn it over every stone to scale a business in community.
Matt Wagner (30:03):
It's highly complex. And I mean, I hear conversations as we go around, whether it's our other sessions here, whatever, but the whole comps issue and not having comparable comps and how that's stifling, especially the real estate market, it's critical. And it's a challenge for small towns when you're trying to either do new construction or revitalizing a whole entire structure.
Amber Lambke (30:29):
And not just comps, but bias. We have not in this round, but in a prior appraisal round, we've faced appraisers that had a clear bias about our community and favored neighboring communities in how they thought about the promise of a community and look at these kinds of creative solutions as too quirky. They're too quirky, they're too one-off, they're dependent on you. They're dependent on your idea. When you're gone, this building would be worth nothing. We had to go to bat, advocating for ourselves and ask our bank to find another appraiser. There was too much bias in this appraisal. We want another one and we'll share the cost in it.
Matt Wagner (31:19):
Is that an outcome in some ways too, of the pullback of commercial lending from smaller towns? Is it a bias held within the appraisal markets? What's your sense there?
Amber Lambke (31:35):
I think, how many appraisals do I interface with, not that many, but I think it's reflective of general bias in the community. And so the bank in this case was our friend. They said, "Okay, we will find you another appraisal." And so they helped us out there. But in the early years of the Main Street program and getting my business off the ground, I felt like one of the biggest successes we were feeling in Skowhegan was just a change in the language about how we talked about ourselves. Because if we can't say good things about ourselves and our community, why would anyone else? And so we have to figure out what we're proud of, what our assets are. We have to talk about them with confidence and pride, and that changes a lot. That changes the people that will take risks alongside you.
(32:25):
But frankly, it changes how children growing up in the community feel about their place too. If they're embarrassed about their place, we're stuck. We're pretty stuck, and we've got a long way to go still in terms of children's feelings of hopefulness versus hopelessness in our community, they are staggering statistics around kids report about whether they matter to adults in their lives. 53% of middle schoolers or something in the thick of Covid reported they didn't matter to an adult in their life. Horrific, those are horrific. And so all of that has got to change and it's got to come from leaders and businesses that show the entire community that we are all needed.
Matt Wagner (33:18):
It shows the importance of specific leaders like yourself and also the work of Main Street to change. We spend so much time on the quantitative side of change and not enough on the qualitative about that image, about attitude shifts because that's ultimately what builds up character and the knowledge that this community is going somewhere. It's a safe bet from an investment perspective. I want to stop here from my questions and give, since we have a live audience, this is a great opportunity for all of us to hear and be able to ask Amber some questions. So I'm going to turn it over to the audience and if there's questions we've got, Rachel will walk around with the microphone. So anyone have a question out there for Amber?
Speaker 4 (34:12):
Thank you for what you do first of all, it's an amazing project. We have a lot of people that are doing exactly what you did. They're on the board, they get inspired and passionate, and then before you know it, they're taking on entrepreneur projects in our community. I live in a small town in Ohio, Medina, Ohio. We're a very grain-based history and we've lost all that. Our grain was mostly feed. And I'm just wondering, is your business model replicated? Can it be replicated in other communities? Is there not that much of a market out there for it?
Amber Lambke (34:47):
It is fascinating to see the wildfire effect of talking about small scale regional grain economies and how it's spreading. I'm not interested in franchising. We decided that early on, and I feel like the benefit that I bring to the community is a community minded look at what our area needs. And I started getting a lot of questions at conferences about maybe a grain mill is the answer to my community too. And maybe, but it also depends on what are the identified assets that you're working with in your particular community? What are the stories you tell? What are the things your people bring to the table?
(35:28):
And that said, we formed the nonprofit Maine Grains Alliance that hosts an annual kneading conference, K-N-E-A-D. That was the first thing we did, was we started bringing people together. And the kneading conference lives on, it's been going on annually and it now attracts an audience from around the world. And what is happening with the kneading conference is that those inspired people are going off everywhere and starting their own little projects. So yes, there's almost no part of the country. And now we have international connections where something's going on to restore a regional network, and it's as simple as this idea that farmers, millers bakers and brewers should know each other because we're all in this together.
(36:13):
When we started the needing conference, we were looking at some of the Brookings Institution advice for the state of Maine saying, you need to think about your clusters, aquaculture, tech. And we were like, Hey, wait a minute, grains is a cluster. And we were like, within that cluster, you've got bakers, brewers, chefs, you've got these substrates used as for mushrooms, you've got packaging people, you've got equipment and you name it. It keeps filling out. And so that's the framework we use to start the kneading conference.
(36:45):
So I'm sure something's going on in your area. We made friends in Kansas with industry experts there. We brought them to Maine. We said, look, we understand that you don't need to wrap your heads around the scale that we're embarking on here. We just need some technical help. So I paid for several years for experts from Kansas to help me. And it was fascinating, the conversations because he understood that the family farm he grew up on of 1500 acres or something used to support five families, and now it supports one and a half. He bought into this idea that, "All right, y'all are small, small, but I see what you're doing." So we've reached across to get some help. I'm sure something's going on.
Speaker 4 (37:31):
I just love the innovation and it's really grassroots. Thank you for doing that. Appreciate it.
Amber Lambke (37:36):
Yeah, thank you for the question.
Matt Wagner (37:40):
Any other audience questions? We'll take one more. There we go.
Speaker 5 (37:46):
You spoke a little bit about telling the story differently and changing the narrative. So talk a little bit about how you did that and where you see that going, please.
Amber Lambke (37:56):
Yes, that's a great question. And the first thing that comes to mind when you ask that is that this is a carryover from my past professional life, but we were working a lot with children with autism in my field where we had to teach pro-social behaviors. And one of the tools that we were taught and started using a lot was something called social stories, this sticks with me. Because in a social story, we were writing stories about the behavior ultimately that we wanted to improve, but we had to describe it in a lot of detail about what we wanted it to look like when it was successful. And there was a very formulaic approach to eliminating language about what you didn't want. You don't want those words to stick in your head. I can't read a draft of new language on our website without thinking about this skill.
(38:49):
What was the latest one? I ex'd out. It was food you will never forget. So the words you're seeing are never forget. The last word that's going to stick with you is forget. And so you got to change that language. That language turns into memorable food, like one of your most memorable meals. You want people to remember the positive thing. So rather than saying, we don't have this, we don't have that, we lack this, we lack that, you've got to start practicing the discipline. It starts in your head, then it comes out of your mouth, and then it's what you write about what is happening, what we do have, what it's going to be, what will happen. And that's incredibly important. So it can start with one person, but it does. It's contagious. Yep, you're welcome.
Matt Wagner (39:46):
Well, I just want to say a big thank you to Amber for spending some time with us and for all your contributions, not only to the business and what you've shared with us today, but certainly to the community of Skowhegan and Main Street. So let's give her a big round of applause.
Amber Lambke (40:02):
My pleasure. Thank you.
Matt Wagner (40:17):
So there you have it. I hope you enjoyed our conversation with Amber Lambke, co-founder and CEO of Maine Grains in Skowhegan, Maine. As I look back on this interview, I'm simply in awe of her ability to shift essentially overnight during the pandemic to a new line of direct to consumer products, an incredible cool factor of leveraging grain processing at scale to help further incubate what's become a number of new additional businesses within her downtown location. Such a huge commitment to community. However, I was most struck and frankly frustrated on her behalf by the challenges to simply grow and invest further in her small community. When it comes to things like comps and dealing with appraisals, I think anyone that's operated a business in a small community or along one of our neighborhood commercial districts, you can certainly relate to the challenges of capital access to simply fuel growth.
(41:13):
So that's going to do it for this episode of Mainstream Business Insight podcast. Just a reminder, please check out if you haven't already, the amazing video that accompanies this podcast, showcasing Maine Grains and Amber's story and the important intersections of business and community. Also, post-interview, want to share with you that Amber and her challenges to grow by inequities in rural real estate appraisals was recently highlighted in the Wall Street Journal. You'll see this article is posted in our show notes.
(41:45):
If you'd like to show your passions for Main Street, one thing you can certainly do is to remember to shop local and support those businesses that bring identity and quality of living to our communities. You can also check out our shop Main Street online store at shopmainstreet.org and learn more about Main Street at mainstreet.org, and please rate it and review us. Be sure to subscribe so you can catch the next episode when I'll be in Chicago, sitting down with Terrand Smith, CEO and founder of 37 Oaks, a commerce development and learning laboratory business. Terrand and I explore her business of supporting women artisans along with her journey leading up to her new book, Prepare to Shift. I'm Matt Wagner and thanks for listening.
Speaker 1 (42:32):
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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