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Amanda Knox: Good morning. My name is Amanda Knox. I am the Assistant Archivist at the
Pembroke Center for Teaching and Research on Women at Brown University. It is Wednesday,
Wednesday, June 24, 2020, it’s 11:20am, and I am here with another Brown alumna who would
like to share her story about changing her business in the time of COVID-19. Could you please
introduce yourself to our listeners now?
Manya Rubinstein: Sure. Hi, I’m Manya Rubenstein, class of 2001. I’m the CEO of the
Industrious Spirit Company in Providence.

AK: Perfect. So I’ve heard quite a lot about your company, especially right now in this kind of
weird world that we’re in. But I’m wondering if we could kind of start from the beginning. And
if you could tell me a little bit about how you first learned about COVID-19 and if you were kind
of immediately thinking in that moment whether or not that was going to have an impact on
business. [1:00]

MR: Sure, I don’t know when the exact moment was that I learned about it. We do, we have a
friend who was actually a good friend at ground who’s spending the year in China. So we
definitely got some advance notice from her about what had been going on there. So we
definitely had an awareness of COVID-19. I think, like most Americans, you know, definitely
didn’t quite wrap our heads around, just how intensely it would affect life everywhere. And, you
know, thought it would be more contained, more similar to you know, some earlier you know, I
guess they weren’t pandemics but earlier, you know, viral outbreaks and things like that, that
were issues but not issues that changed, changed the landscape so intensely for such a long time.
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So, so yeah, so definitely, you know, knew about it, but I don’t think you know, like, everybody
else, [2:00] took us a minute to wrap our heads around, around it just affecting things so much.

AK: Yeah. So just to give some kind of parallel for me and our listeners, can you first tell me a
little bit, kind of generally, what your day to day work life looked like prior to COVID-19?

MR: Yeah, sure. So we were, we were, I’ve been working, I’ve been working towards opening
the Industrious Spirit Company for about the last, at this point it’s been almost a five year project
and we were extremely close. So I was in the distillery every day, you know, getting things
ready, putting finishing touches on the space, you know, making sure that our product was where
it needed to be, dealing with our initial hires, things like that. And we were in the midst right
before the pandemic just started affecting things intensely, we were in the midst of doing a
friends and family phase. So we were doing a number, a series of events at the distillery to sort
of test things out, [3:00] see how it was with people in the space which was great, although,
albeit brief. And so we were, you know, I basically was there every day. And then, you know,
with my family when I wasn’t there, more or less. So kind of a combination of those, of those
things. But yeah, I mean, my work life is just basically being at the distillery each day and
dealing with whatever, whatever came up at that moment.

AK: Absolutely. So as COVID-19 came closer to American shores, and it was clear that this was
going to have an impact on our lives, what kind of steps did you start taking with your business
in that transitioning moment?

MR: Well, we, we realized pretty quickly that we could, we had something that we could do to
help. I mean, we, we basically as a byproduct of, we, because we make all of our spirits from
scratch. as a [4:00] byproduct of our process, we have a certain amount of alcohol that comes off
the still at the very beginning of the process that is not fit for human consumption, but is
extremely high strength and is really good for sanitizing purposes. Pre-COVID it wasn’t
something that everybody was interested in, but as it became clear that you know, in those like
very first runs on sanitizer were starting, it became clear that we’re going to be shortages there.
We started discussing how we might use that byproduct because that was what we first started
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with was just the thing that we were making anyway, how we might be able to use that to get
sanitizer to people who needed it. So that was one thing and we kind of knew if we were doing
you know, the last of these friends and family events that we might not be doing them for much
longer. It’s sort of you know, were those moments where everyone’s like, is this going to
happen, is this going to not happen? Should we be out, you know, what should, should we maybe
we shouldn’t be out. You know, it was [5:00] just those, those sort of awkward beginning days
there.
And, and so yeah, so we basically, we didn’t open our tasting room as planned, we
shifted a good chunk of our production towards making sanitizer and not just with that
byproduct. We ended up actually doing, you know, entire runs to just make sanitizer because the
demand was so great. We were supplying at the early points to the city of Providence, to some of
the main post offices, to fire departments, to healthcare workers, some nursing homes. And so
we were very, very focused on that for a little while, which, unfortunately, also is now having
effects where we, you know, for instance, sold out of our initial gin run and we’re almost caught
up to making more, but you know, because we’re such a small team it really impacted our, our
sort of normal, normal flow of business. I mean, we’re not sorry and all that we did that. We
were really happy to help the community. We were giving away, little four ounce bottles of it
[6:00] from our window. And so basically, instead of opening the tasting room, we basically just
opened our window. We called it the “wish we could” window and it was supposed to be, you
know, wish we could give you a hug, but we can’t so we’re going to give you sanitizer and you
know, some spirits if you want to purchase some, but you didn’t have to buy the spirits to get the
sanitizer. So it’s kind of a combo of like trying to launch our product and do a community
service at the same time. And just kind of get through this really weird initial period of time.
So, so yes, things definitely, definitely changed and we still actually haven’t opened fully
and you know, I don’t know when we’re going to have people inside. We’re not quite
comfortable doing that yet. But we do have this great outdoor space and so we plan to open that
up actually, in probably two weeks we’re going to start that, but we’ve mostly just been doing
take away from our window and slowing down now on the sanitizer production because the
supply chain seems to be back which is great. [7:00] We can get back to making spirits.

AK: Right.
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MR: Which we’re all kind of happy about.

AK: Do you mind speaking a little bit to some of the other complications and challenges of
getting a business off the ground right as a pandemic is starting to hit?

MR: Yeah, I mean, it’s definitely, you know, it’s not ideal. I mean, there’s so much of, you
know, our, so much of our business is about, about relationships and our philosophy, you know,
we really [skip in audio] arts community in the valley neighborhood of Providence, that a
number of people involved in the distillery have been a part of for, you know, a couple decades.
So, you know, really personal relationships and, you know, building things that are really
authentic is extremely important to us. And so, so much of our plan of how to build this business
is based on relationships. And it’s hard, it’s hard to make new friends in a pandemic. You know,
so, I mean, happily, I have a background in digital marketing [8:00] so I’m not, you know,
uncomfortable in the online space but, but it’s not ideal, you know, it’s definitely challenging.
And, you know, we work with a great distributor called Wine Wizards. They’re, they’re small,
like us, specialty, and you know, they’re, you know, they, they usually to go open new accounts,
they’re out talking to people in person, they’re doing tastings, and that is extremely limited at the
moment. So, so there are definitely some challenges in terms of getting out there and kind of
getting things rolling and, you know, similar to a lot of restaurants, you know, the, the model for
the tasting room being successful is lots of people. Obviously, lots of people is not what’s
happening right now. But that said, you know, I think in a lot of ways we felt, you know, after,
after the initial moments of, are you kidding me? We’ve been working on this for five years, and
here we are, and everything’s great, and we’re finally ready and we can’t do this the way we
thought you know. But I mean, everybody’s [9:00] had that experience in one way or another at
the moment. So you can’t, can’t cry too hard because, you know, we’re all in this together. And,
and in some ways, you know, we felt really grateful that we were at where we were at, because
we have not yet hired, you know, 10 people. In fact, when this began, we had one employee. And
so, you know, as CEO, I was extremely thankful that I didn’t have to lay anybody off or furlough
anybody or, you know, deal with any of those things. We’re really lean, we’re really small. And
so, you know, since we also have been waiting so long we figured, look, if we have to wait a
little bit longer, like, you know, everything we do, we try to do it the right way, even if it takes
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time and so we figured this is no different. And we just need to, you know, really, you know,
make smart choices, be patient and, you know, we feel confident that we’ll, we’ll be okay and
get through to the other side. But, you know, it’s, it’s really, you know, quality and safety first
before anything else. Like, it’s we work too hard to [10:00] rush through and mess it up. So, you
know, it is what it is.

AK: Do you, for customers who are coming to your window for hand sanitizer or spirits, have
you heard any stories or comments or notice anything about the group that has particularly stuck
with you?

MR: I mean, I’m, truthfully I’m still in the stage where like, I’m so excited that, you know,
people I don’t know, are coming and buying these spirits and like excited about us and will
actually, like, get in their car and drive to show up, go out of their way. So I talked to somebody
the other day who said they were, they were back for their third bottle of vodka from us, you
know, and they said that, you know, sort of a middle aged gentleman, I knew I didn’t know him
from anywhere else and I had a vibe, maybe my partners didn’t either. And I said, “Well, how do
you, you know, how did you” – He said, “It’s my favorite vodka in the world. I love it. I’m back
for [11:00] my third.” I said, “How’d you hear about us?” He said, “Oh, I heard about you on the
news.” And I just sort of, you know, I think I think we got, you know, there were some people
that were, you know, an unintended side consequence of some of the hand sanitizer production
was that we did get some notice. We even got a piece on national late night TV, which was a
complete fluke. And so, you know, there were some people that heard about us that would not
have otherwise. And so I’m still, I’m still really excited to see like, oh, you showed up! Yay,
that’s great! And then, you know, sort of get introduced to like this, this cool little community
that we have going there. And it’s always been, you know, I think a hallmark of that community
is that it’s always been a community that really welcomes everybody and is excited to have
people find out about it and come be a part of it. You can participate in some way or another.
And so I’m really excited about the possibility of as this goes on, things continue to open up,
maybe close again, open, you know. During the open phrases [12:00] to be able to introduce
more, more people to, to what we have going on there. Did that answer your question? I kind of
lost your question somewhere in there. But –
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AK: No, that was perfect. So I just have one more question, which you may or may not be able
to answer at this point. But are you kind of thinking about having to change the, your model
looking ahead? Or kind of more generally, what are you seeing for business going forward now
that we’re kind of coming out of a wave or –

MR: Yeah.

AK: Or kind of settling into one.

MR: Right, sure, yeah. I mean, I think it’s a, you know, it’s a little too early to say, at the
moment, we’re not making any huge changes in the model that we have. You know, I think it’s
just going, I mean, you know, again, you know, we’re, we’re grateful in terms of the line of work
that we’re in, that, you know, it can continue, like, even if we can’t have people inside, you
know, we’re able to, [13:00] you know, give people a drink. Like, but people, people still want
to, perhaps more than ever, you know, enjoy a nice cocktail, whether they’re doing that at home
with just their family or you know, in a slightly larger setting. And so, so we’re not changing
anything yet, per se. If anything, I think we’re just kind of doubling down on this idea of, you
know, it’s always been about collaboration. And you know, we’re doing a guest bartender series
now we’re calling the bartender in residence where somebody, a bartender from a different
venue around town basically does a pop up with us every weekend, we have a different person
coming in. And so we’re really trying to, to just amp up all those types of collaborations and
support other local small businesses. And I kind of think that’s the way that everybody’s going to
get through this is just by continuing to support each other. So, so yeah, so so far, no, no giant
changes in, in anything. [14:00] And hopefully by the time our, you know, our whiskey will take
a couple years. So it’s, you know, the first of it’s sitting in barrels already. And you know,
ideally, by the time it comes out, you know, who knows what the world will look like.

AK: Right.

MR: Well, we’ll just have to see.
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AK: So, I don’t want to take up too much of your time, but I don’t want to cut you short. So I’d
like to just leave some space here for you to add anything else that you would like to effectively
get on the historical record before we close today?

MR: Let me see. I don’t know. I mean, just you know, it’s definitely a strange, I think, I think
everybody’s sort of adjusted at this point to living with, under very different circumstances, but I,
there were, you know, definitely was for a couple weeks in the beginning there where I think,
like many other people I was going, “Is this really happening? My kids aren’t in school, that’s
weird. [15:00] You know, are they even going to go back to school?” I think it’s just a really,
it’s, it’s a really interesting moment for so many reasons. And, and I, I think that, you know, it’s
not like everything was going along just dandy and this, you know, happened. You know, we
have a lot of, you know, from a historical perspective, we have so many issues as a society, as a
planet, that you know, we’re, we’re in the middle of trying to deal with, you know. Whether
you’re talking about climate stuff, whether you’re talking about racial justice, you know, there’s
others as well, those are the two that are most pertinent in my mind at the moment. But, you
know, things, things are not exactly going well before and so my, my real, you know, and I don’t
know whether they’re going to go well after this, but I am, my big hope is that, you know, this is,
there’s so much change happening so quickly, and I just really, [16:00] I really deeply believe
that it can lead us all to a better place if we look at it as an opportunity to do that. And, and so I
that’s, that’s just my, you know, from a historical perspective, that’s my hope is that if somebody
views this at some point, you know, way in the future that that’s what they’ll see looking back is
that it was this this great opportunity for people to reevaluate how they did business and how
they treated other humans and you know, sort of how they lived their lives. And that, hopefully
some good comes out of this at some point. So that would be, that’s my one thing I’d like to add.

AK: Yeah, that’s perfect. Well, thank you so much for joining me today, in the middle of your
workday and in the middle of a pandemic. I really appreciate your time.

MR: No worries. Thank you so much. Thanks for, thanks for having me.
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