
Many businesses are already
facing challenges in this
tough economic climate.

Many more will before the United
States and its primary trading part-
ners can get their economic engines
humming in tune again. When Jen
Kresser used an opening day press
conference at the 2009 Archery Trade
Association show to summarize the
rather remarkable recovery of two of
the better known brands in the
archery industry, I arranged to visit
Delta Sports Products on the snowy
drive back from Indianapolis to
ArrowTrade’s Minnesota home. The
story of how the McKenzie and Delta
brands are battling back from flood
and fire with teamwork and persever-
ance can be an example to us all.

Laverne Woock was an archery

and black powder dealer in Iowa and
then Idaho before founding Delta
Sports Products in the early 80s to
produce foam archery targets. By the
time Jen Kresser was hired in 1992 to
assist with marketing, the Iowa firm
occupied 40,000 square feet of office,
production and warehouse space in
the small town of Reinbeck. Delta was
marketing foam 3-D targets under its
own brand, foam block targets under
the BK brand, and long-lasting bag
targets under the Dead Stop brand.

By early in this decade, Delta had
surpassed the better known
McKenzie brand out of North
Carolina in sales, Kresser recalled.
McKenzie was the official target of the
major 3-D tournaments and had a
larger marketing program, she said,
but Delta did more business with

retailers who were looking for afford-
able, long-lasting animal targets for
their indoor ranges and for sale to
customers.

McKenzie 3-D targets were an
outgrowth of the company’s business
in foam taxidermy forms, and a few
years ago the new owners of the par-
ent firm decided to spin off the target
business and concentrate on the
higher-volume taxidermy side.

Delta Rebounds from Fire

At right, founder and CEO Laverne Woock was given the honor of having the “first
pour” into a target mold after the company was able to resume production in late
December. His ability to reassure and inspire employees was vital as they worked to
rebuild molds and then set up and restart production in a newly refurbished plant.
Below, Woock (far right) is shown with the whole Delta crew, outfitted in red sweatshirts
that mark their comeback with “The Hottest Targets on the Market.”
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Kresser said Easton Technical
Products was approached
about buying the McKenzie tar-
get business, but decided its
expertise should remain in
arrows and components.  Delta
then purchased McKenzie but
brought Easton into the mix as
an investor in the expanded
business. That’s why for the
past two years I’ve been attend-
ing ATA show press conferences
jointly hosted by the Easton,
Delta, McKenzie and Beman
brands.

With the purchase of the
McKenzie brand Delta acquired
the intellectual property,
including the trademark and
patents and multi-year con-
tracts to supply targets for
national tournaments. It also
acquired equipment specifical-
ly designed for target produc-
tion, including what was nicknamed
the “racetrack.” That large, automated
production line carried molds on a

circular track through the steps need-
ed to produce life-like 3-D targets.
“Right before this purchase we had

built a 27,000 square foot addition
that once we purchased McKenzie
was totally filled up,” Kresser said.

Early in 2007 Delta was building
again, completing a fourth and
final addition about mid-year
that brought total space at the
Reinbeck headquarters to 75,000
square feet.

That was to be the final
expansion for two reasons. Delta
was now landlocked, having used
all the buildable property at the
Reinbeck site. And on the night of

that Destroyed Main Plant
By Tim Dehn
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In the photo above, steel buildings
glow red as a water spray cools raw
materials pulled away from the
flames. At left, black smoke boils from
one of the structures. The fire was
ultimately allowed to burn itself out
because of concerns water dumped
on it could carry harmful materials to
a nearby creek.
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August 8, 2008, a fire began that
destroyed the entire facility.

Alarming News
It was a Friday evening, with the

plant closed for the weekend, when a
passer-by noticed smoke coming
from the section of the plant where
McKenzie targets were produced.
Kresser, who now heads marketing
and sales, was attending the ASA
Classic Championship in Columbus,
Georgia with Woock and Sara
Weissenfluh, the Delta plant manag-
er. Kresser got a call perhaps 10 min-
utes after the initial alarm was turned
in, and was relieved to hear the
Reinbeck Volunteer Fire Department
was already on the scene.

As the evening wore on, a crowd
of up to 40 employees gathered to
watch the blaze and the cells phones
carried by all three Delta executives
intermittently rang with news that
got progressively worse. The
Reinbeck department had called on
five other departments for mutual
aid, including the much larger
departments in nearby Waterloo and
Cedar Falls. The city water mains
were no match for the demands
being placed on them, so portable
tanks were set up so they could be fed
by tanker trucks as the pumper
trucks drew them down again.

“Those firefighters were facing a
combination of some of the best
fuels available,” Kresser said when I
interviewed her on January 12 of this
year. “You’re looking at 3-D targets,
which are pretty flammable, and a
warehouse full of cardboard for
packaging them. In our production
processes we use different paints and
release agents, which are all very
flammable. We had acetylene tanks
for welding, propane tanks for fork-
lifts. We had a truckload of the liquid
foam components, in big plastic
tanks.” The polyol and resins take a
lot to ignite but burn extremely hot
and are difficult to extinguish,
Kresser explained, and the big plastic

tanks themselves are another hot-
burning fuel.

The foam target raw materials
posed another problem for those try-
ing to smother the fire and preserve
at least some of Delta’s production
equipment and molds. The state haz-
ardous materials expert called to the
scene reviewed the company’s
Material Safety and Data Sheets,
commonly known as the MSDS
forms. The wind was blowing smoke
and fumes away from the town of
Reinbeck, but 11 homes downwind
had to be evacuated. The Hazmat
official became concerned that
runoff from the fire site could reach
and contaminate Blackhawk Creek. It
was hard enough for the firefighters,
harder still for Delta’s staff and own-
ers, but the official ruled the best
course was to let the fire burn itself
out while remaining firefighters kept
it from spreading to other properties.
That meant that even the critical pro-
duction molds, some 400 of them,
were lost.

Kresser and the plant manager
had driven Delta’s president and
founder to Atlanta so he could catch
a late evening flight home, then the
next morning they began the long
drive back to Reinbeck. When they
arrived, flames were still coming
from the site, which burned a total of
three days. Kresser said she’d already

gone through the low point, those
five minutes of despair when she
realized nothing at the site would be
saved. “I wondered, ‘What will
become of us.’ But with Laverne
being Laverne, there was no other
option than that we would rebuild.”

Indeed, by Sunday morning
Woock was meeting with his man-
agement staff at a business owned by
a firm that co-owns hunting property
with Delta. They heard he’d already
found a facility where they could set
up a temporary office, and another
where a pattern shop could be estab-
lished to rebuild the molds. Without
molds Delta couldn’t build a single
target, and it would need many,
many duplicate molds for popular
targets like the Delta Riverbottom
Buck.

“Right after the fire people were
in shock, wondering if they even had
a job anymore,” Woock told me this
January. “That’s the thing I concen-
trated on.” When the fire disrupted
the business, it also disrupted peo-
ple’s lives, he recognized. Woock
made sure every employee was con-

The long-time home of Delta Sports
Products at 117 E Kenwood in Reinbeck as
it appeared once the fire cooled. The front
office is above, the warehouse at right.
Clean-up has yet to begin on the now
snow-covered site, which is still off-limits.
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tacted and told initially not to worry,
their paychecks would continue for
the next two weeks without interrup-
tion. Before that period had passed
they were reassured that Delta had
plans to put them back to work,
using the firm’s business interrup-
tion insurance coverage, months
before a new production plant
would be ready for them.

“I gripe like everybody else
about the high cost of insurance,”
Woock told me, “but having that
business interruption coverage was
one of the things we had done right.
A second was making sure our com-
puter systems were backed up off-
site. Another was having our pat-
terns stored off-site: That wasn’t by
accident, it was deliberate.”

It’s a long, seven step process to
go from an animal carved from clay
by company sculptor Mike Terrell all
the way to the precision molds I
watched producing targets during
my visit to the company’s new pro-
duction plant. Having the hard plas-
tic patterns of each existing animal
target meant that lead time was
shortened considerably, and it
meant that meeting the goals Woock
stated shortly after the disaster were
not impossible, they only seemed so.

A Brighter Future
“I said to people back then ‘It’s

difficult to look at this now and say we
can be a better company in the
future,’” Woock recalled. “I said ‘My
goal is to have us back in production
by the end of December. Six months
from now we’ll have a new produc-
tion facility and new equipment right
down to the screwdrivers and pliers.
All the little things we had planned to
fix over the next five years, we’re going
to fix over the next five months. It’s

hard to visualize now, but that’s where
we want to be and that’s where we
want to go.’”

Monday, August 11, while flames
were still visible at the ruins in
Reinbeck, the members of the mar-
keting, accounting and customer ser-
vice teams were helping to unpack
computers and set up a temporary
office in Waterloo. They weren’t with-
out product to sell: Crowding at the
Reinbeck site meant the company
had outsourced its shipping compo-
nent to a vendor in Cedar Falls, about

16

After the fire Delta could
still sell the layered foam
McKenzie ShotBlocker
targets like this The Wall
range model at left. Bag
targets in both brands
were also still in produc-
tion, at their out-of-state
factories. But to resume
production on this Large
Alert Deer in the
McKenzie XT Series, as
well as all other animal
targets,the molds would
have to be recreated.

Manufacturing Engineer Will Disbrow was one of the first to be reassured by founder
LaVerne Woock that Delta would go on and rebuild. Disbrow played a key role in coordi-
nating the work of contractors who readied the new plant for production and who were
still working on the dock area during ArrowTrade’s January tour.
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an hour down the highway. On that
business partner’s shelves were $3
million in targets, including the ani-
mal targets and the turkey decoys
that are blow-molded in southern
Iowa and then finished at the Delta
plant. Production of the Dead Stop
line of bag targets was not interrupt-
ed because those were being made in
Mississippi. Bag targets in the
McKenzie line were still being made
in Columbus, Ohio. The ShotBlocker
line of foam targets, built with layers
welded together at key points, were
also in plentiful supply since they
come out of a plant in North Carolina.

For the most part, orders that
were in the system for 3-D targets
were filled first as the available prod-
uct was allocated. “We were very cog-
nizant that we didn’t want to have a
run on the product,” Kresser said,
something that could easily have
occurred if people thought these were
the last models that Delta would be
able to produce. Once they under-
stood the company was rebuilding,

and quickly, she said customers were
very good about accepting substitu-
tions. What impressed Kresser the
most, she told me, was that cus-
tomers invariably asked about Delta’s
people, and how they were getting
along, before they talked about what
products were still available and how
that might change what they were
planning to stock for the remainder of
2008. It worked to Delta’s advantage
that while August typically is a peak
month for shipping, it’s actually at the
point where sales begin to taper off
for the year. If the production lines
could be readied prior to the 2009
ATA show, Kresser said she was confi-
dent the production side of the busi-
ness headed by Plant Manager Sara
Weissenfluh could again keep up with
demand.

The day after the temporary
office was being set up, the plant
manager, production supervisors and
engineers were setting up a mold pro-
duction facility in Hudson, Iowa in a
different building but on the same
site where the hard plastic patterns
had been stored. Once they had tools
and raw materials on hand, they
pulled in a couple dozen employees
to learn the art of mold-making. The

facility was soon dubbed “The Turtle
Shop” in a humorous reference to the
time-consuming task of building pre-
cision molds that could sustain a high
rate of production for years to come. 

To encourage a rapid pace in the
old Reinbeck plant, production
employees had been paid a combina-
tion of a base rate and pay per piece.
“It didn’t make the challenge they
were facing any less difficult,” Woock
told me, “but we were able to contin-
ue paying our production employees
not just their base rate, but their aver-
age salary.”

As plans were laid for a new pro-
duction facility, management
dropped any idea of creating another
automated production line for
McKenzie targets, because experi-
ence had demonstrated time and
again it couldn’t match the produc-
tion speed or the target quality from
the Delta side of the business which
operated on lean manufacturing
principles. The large vertical molds
used for the McKenzie racetrack were
quite heavy, Kresser noted, and set up
in a way that sections did not always
join up cleanly in the finished prod-
uct. Senior staff were  convinced
Delta could duplicate the McKenzie

18

Delta Sports Products was able to
purchase this large site in Dike that
was being sold by a farm imple-
ment dealer. It is just 10 miles
north of the former location in
Reinbeck. In the photo above you
can see some trailer homes on the
site where FEMA was storing and
refurbishing trailers. That federal
agency is still occupying the por-
tion to the right of the large
canopy section, but eventually that
will be enclosed and the target
manufacturer will have a total of
100,000 square feet for office, pro-
duction, storage and shipping.
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targets with a variation of its own
molding system, yet keep the distinc-
tion that gives the McKenzie models
their molded-in colors. Provided, of
course, that a suitable site could be
found for a new factory.

Why not rebuild on the old site?
First, Delta was already getting
cramped at the Reinbeck site, and
preferred a facility large
enough to someday
resume control of its own
warehouse and shipping
operations. Now when
you consider that the
insurance company and
the state and federal gov-
ernment are all involved
in the site clean-up,
you’ll understand when I
tell you the ruins of the
facility are still “off-lim-
its” to the company that
built it, and currently
buried under 2 feet of
snow. That delay killed
the initial idea of setting
production up tem-
porarily in some facility
of about 30,000 square
feet, while rebuilding on
the original site.

Unfortunately for
Delta, record spring-
time floods had also
been a feature of 2008,
with some areas along
the Mississippi basin

experiencing flooding expected not
once a century, but only once every
500 years. The floods came right after
a Category Five tornado tore through
the nearby town of Parkersburg.
Between those two natural disasters
many commercial buildings had
been damaged, some were destroyed
outright. Not only was the stock of

19

Woock and Kresser stand next to a Waterbuck, one of several trophies the CEO is using
to decorate the lobby. Below, a customer service team that includes (left to right) Peggy
Luck, Krista Huffman and Wendy Bush work in bright and roomy surroundings.
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available buildings depleted in north-
east Iowa, but Woock found Iowa con-
struction firms were very busy repair-

ing and rebuilding and it would be
difficult to get a new plant erected in
such a short timetable.

It wasn’t until December 1 that
Delta was able to close on its new
home, a building on the outskirts of
Dike, Iowa that had housed a large
farm implement dealer and that was
up for sale. The building already had a

tenant, appropriately enough, in the
form of the Federal Emergency
Management Association, or FEMA.
The FEMA center warehouses and
refurbishes the trailers used as tem-
porary quarters by victims of the
state’s floods and tornadoes. How
long FEMA will be on the site
depends on how long it takes Iowa
communities to recover, and whether
the need for the trailers becomes
greater in some other location. It
could be up to two years before
Delta’s new home has room for the
shipping and warehousing that’s
been handled off-site, as just 60,000
square feet of the 100,000 square foot
total are available to it now.

Back In The Target Business
In the meantime, Delta has met

its goal of getting back into produc-
tion before the end of 2008. Despite
the fact the first employees were just
reassigned there on December 18 the
Delta side of the production area
already had pallets of packaged tar-
gets ready for shipment, and the
McKenzie side did its first molding
the day I toured the plant, January 12.

20

Erik Messer is lifting tanks of component materials on the photo at left.
Those tanks are visible on the far wall in the photo above, as Lloyd
Eckerman, who heads safety and maintenance for Delta, demonstrates how
molds are filled. He’s using one of three machines that pump the component
fluids from the storage racks and carefully meter them into the molds. Note
the multiple hoses coming down to the spout so different mixes can be pro-
duced. For instance, a McKenzie XT Series Medium Grazing Deer has firm
head and rear section, a more forgiving DuraFlex mid-section and a softer,
easier to pull-from E-Z Flex replaceable core in the kill zone.

Mike Terrell adds synthetic
stuffing to one of the compa-
ny’s new Speed Bag targets in
the Delta line. They come in
three sizes, from this 20x20x8
inch Mini up to a 28x28x12.
Terrell is also the man who
sculpts new 3-D designs in clay
to start the mold-making.
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In both brands, targets are mold-
ed by employees working alone in
cells designated by lines on the floor.
They’re surrounded by the new
molds. The number of molds they’re
responsible for depends on the size
and complexity of the targets. In each
case, the employees spray a mold
release agent into the mold, rub it
into all the crevices, and then use
compressed air to dry up the excess.
The mold is clamped shut and goes
over to the pumping station where it
is filled. The polyol and resin combine
at the spout, just before they are
injected into the mold, and immedi-
ately begin foaming. When the units
are ready for de-molding, they’re
opened and the target is removed.

If you were touring the Delta side
of the production plant, you’d see
twin production lines fed by two of
the large RIM units. The final produc-
tion step is to trim off flashing, make
any minor repairs to elements like ear
tips, then the targets go to the paint
booths for decoration. The McKenzie

targets differ in that after applying
release agent to the mold you paint
the interior, so as the self-heating
foam cures inside the mold it picks up
the paint. McKenzie targets still need
some final airbrushing where any
flange has been trimmed off or any
paint has flaked off
inside the mold.

That’s a simpli-
fied description of
the process. In fact
the nozzles that fit
into the mold holes
are fed with multiple
lines, because a typi-
cal target is formed
from three different
formulas to provide
both the needed stiff-
ness in the body and
the flexibility needed
in the kill zone. Delta
was using a brown
foam the day I visited,
but the new equip-
ment allows the
option of switching to
black foam to mold
pigs and black bear.
Templates are used in
painting, to speed the
process and provide

sharper outlines for things like the
spots on a leopard or fallow deer.

Those two animals are part of a
new XTreme series for 2009 from
McKenzie, which use E-Z Flex
replaceable cores within a DuraFlex
midsection. Shooters really like how

In the photo below, John Allen wrestles the plugs out of the target
body where they have formed the holes needed for the legs of a deer.
The larger hole for the replaceable kill zone is visible under his right
elbow. In the photo at right, Matt Bieman is using his hands, his knee
and his body weight to force a kill zone core into the body section of a
bear. In the photo above right, Beau Wilson uses a sharp knife to trim
the minor flashing where it has formed on the target section at the
mold’s parting line, before touching up the paint. These days there is
very little foam going into the scrap pile unless, as I saw on my tour,
someone forgets to close a mold completely before filling it.
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the new cores make it easy to pull
their arrows, Kresser said. Originally
the company had planned just six
designs for the XT series in 2009, but
because all the old molds were being
replaced up to 20 animals will join
that series this year. Another benefit
of having new molds is that fit

between target sections is improved,
dramatically in some cases like that of
the African Leopard, which in the
past had a swaybacked appearance. 

In fact Sara Weissenfluh was so
pleased with the first McKenzie leop-
ard that was assembled from the new
molds, the plant manager brought

Chad Aldinger uses an airbrush to apply paint to an assembled Delta deer target, one
of several airbrushes that are ready and waiting in their individual colors on a wall rack
hidden behind him. If this was a McKenzie target, you’d be seeing the paint being
sprayed inside the mold, before the foam in loaded into it. In that case, the paint colors
would be layered on in reverse to get the desired final effect.

After drying, targets are packed for shipment. Victoria Hampton (below) is boxing the
inexpensive Delta CRP Bucks in the photo below.
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Woock and the customer service staff
over to see it. She said they were
thrilled that they’d no longer face
questions about why that target
might need help holding its shape
after assembly. “We’ve redone all our
painted samples and paint tem-
plates,” she also told Kresser and I as
we made a tour of the McKenzie pro-
duction area. The first day’s output
seemed small, but Weissenfluh
seemed confident that one week and
two days later, all 18 different needed
targets would ship to the first of the
2009 ASA shoots. I was seeing a test
run from just a handful of people, she
reminded me. At full production, 8 to
10 would be working on the
McKenzie targets and about two
dozen would be molding and paint-
ing the higher volume Delta models. 

Before the fire, three people were
employed to make and repair molds.
Since then, 25 had been working at it.
That is paying some unexpected divi-
dends. “In the past molders might
complain about this or that, while the
mold makers would complain that
the production people were too
rough on the equipment,” Kresser
noted. Now there’s a better under-
standing of what it takes to design
and maintain molds among the pro-
duction staff. The need to build hun-
dreds of them has led Delta to
improve and streamline the mold-
making process. “We also know that
in our slower production months we
have a trained crew of mold makers
that can assist in new product devel-
opment,” Kresser added.

That’s what Will Disbrow, the
company’s manufacturing engineer,
is looking forward to. He’s been busy
the past few weeks helping to coordi-
nate the work of contractors who
have been installing production
equipment, storage racks and ready-
ing new dock areas. “Now we can go
back to the cool stuff, which is design-
ing products,” he told me.

The managers I met at the Delta
plant seemed a little tired, as if they’d

come through a long battle, but were
now ready to claim the high ground
as their own. Kresser had told me that
Woock was the kind of leader who
exudes confidence, that whatever the
latest crisis is they’ll be able to get
through it. “The situation with the fire
was no different. There was a lot of
uncertainty initially but by the next

morning, he had a plan.”
For his part, Woock told

me that he had an excellent
management team in place,

in part because he’d been building it
with the goal of being able to step
away from his daily leadership post in
a year or two. “I told them last week
when we fired up the production line,
‘You’ve accomplished what most
people could not have accom-
plished.’”
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Flexible templates (at left) are used to
provide the sharp markings on models
such as this leopard (above) and javelina
(lower left). Some flange needs to be
trimmed at the mold joints (below right)
and then once those areas are touched up,
targets are ready for dissasembly and
packing. Delta Plant Manager Sara
Weissenfluh (above) says the McKenzie
leopard has never looked better.
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