
Brownsville Butcher & Pantry
Building Success and Resiliency During Covid-19

How have Peter Varkonyi and Lauren Stevens, (pictured), been doing in 
their fledgling business, 
Brownsville Butcher & 
Pantry, located in 
Brownsville, Vermont? 
How have they overcome 
typical hurdles faced by 
new businesses? How 
have they responded to 
challenges of Covid-19? 
On track to become a 
successful local business, 
and a successful 
investment for WRIC, 
what is the secret of their 
success? To find out, we 
spoke to Lauren recently 
about their first two years 
in business. 

Where did the vision for your business come from?
It started with a question Lauren posed to partner, Peter: “If you could do 
anything, what would your ideal job be?” Peter’s answer surprised her. “I’d 
open a butcher shop.” The couple decided to join forces and talents—Peter 
has a background as a chef and Lauren has worked in farming and 
hospitality—to pursue the new business vision that they developed 
together. They sought business counseling through SCORE and began 
developing a business plan. Their search for a location eventually led them 
to a community group “Friends of the Brownsville Store” who were 
actively engaged in trying to save their town’s general store. The group 
offered Lauren and Peter an attractive lease and pathway to ownership of 
the building. Then the couple needed cash for renovations, inventory and 
operating capital to launch their dream. They reached out to family and 



friends for investment, which was intimidating at first. Ultimately, Lauren 
explained, it wasn’t so scary. “I asked myself, ‘what’s the worst that can 
happen?’ They could say no.” However, getting to yes wasn’t always easy. 
“We were persistent. If somebody didn’t call back, I’d call them again. I’d 
stop by their house. Eventually we had almost enough private investment 
to launch the business.” 

Peter and Lauren approached several traditional lending institutions for 
their remaining need, but were turned down. “Even though we were asking 
for a small percentage of the start up costs, lenders saw us as too risky. We 
knew about White River Investment Club from our friends at Kiss the 
Cow Farm, so we asked to make a pitch to the club.”

How did WRIC help you launch your business?
“We were able to secure the remaining capital we needed, structured in 
terms that fit our needs. We used the same loan structure for our private 
investors, which was helpful. The right terms can be a make or break for a 
new business. Working with White River Investment Club felt personal 
and comfortable. It was clear that they understood our needs and believed 
in our vision.”

How have you 
adapted to respond 

to the Covid-19 
pandemic?

“We exceeded our 
sales goals in 2019, our 
first year in business. 
But $90,000 of that 
revenue came from 
catering. When Covid 
hit, all that shut 
down.” The owners 
were forced to lay off a 
few part-time workers, 
but they quickly 

Cars line up for the popular “Friday Night Cook Out” event that continued 
in 2020 in accordance with pandemic safety precautions.



shifted to curb-side pick up of pre-ordered 
groceries and take out, adapting job 
functions to accommodate the new model. 
“Because we are an ‘essential business’ we 
survived. Even without our catering income, 
we are on track to exceed our 2019 sales of 
$1,520,000. Our grocery sales are up, as 
more locals chose us for their needs instead 
of the big-box stores.”

It is clear that community support has 
helped Brownsville Butcher & Pantry 
thrive. It is also clear that this unique 
business has helped sustain the people in 
their community, especially during these dark months of pandemic. We, the 
members of White River Investment Club, are proud of the small part we 
played and offer our congratulations to these intrepid owners and staff, and 
the supportive community that surrounds them.

This “Community Champions” plaque, proudly 
displayed at the store’s entrance, shows how 

important this business is to their neighbors.

Local Impact by the numbers:

9 full-time and 7 part-time jobs

Average customers: 273/day 
Average basket: $27

Over $300,000 per year of locally 
produced meat, dairy, veggies, 
maple and honey purchased 

through direct sales and local 
distributors

30 vendors supply other grocery 
and cafe inventory, and newspapers

12 vendors supply beer and wine

30 vendors meet operational needs, 
like paper products, linen service, 
utilities, cleaning, maintenance, 

marketing, etc.


