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Colby Barr of Santa Cruz’s Verve talks San Francisco
expansion, farming and pretentious coffee
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A latte at Verve’s coffee shop in Santa Cruz. Photo: The Chronicle/Sean Culligan

 

Based in Santa Cruz, Verve Coffee Roasters often slips under the radar. But after getting off to a quiet start in 2007 with
a tiny combined cafe and roastery in Pleasure Point, on Santa Cruz’s east side, the roasting company now has three
Santa Cruz locations and its beans have risen to the ranks of the country’s best.

After earlier announcing that the company will branch out to Los Angeles, co-founder and green coffee buyer Colby Barr
now says they are also looking for locations in San Francisco.  Co-founder Ryan O’Donovan hails from the Bay Area, and
they’ve always wanted to open a location here. In fact they almost founded their company in San Francisco — if not for the
pull of Santa Cruz’ beaches, where O’Donovan grew up surfing. Barr insists that they won’t expand beyond coastal
California, which has a lifestyle they consider to be part of their brand identity.

While Verve already has secured a lease in Los Angeles (they won’t yet reveal the exact location) for a future roastery and
retail shop, they don’t yet have a physical space in San Francisco. In the meantime, Verve has a growing presence and
can be found at Whole Foods, Farm:Table, Grove Cafe and Coi in San Francisco, and Commis, Monkey Forest Road and
Modern Coffee in Oakland, among other places.

During a recent visit to Verve’s Santa Cruz headquarters, Barr talked about the company’s roots and goals, and avoiding
pretentiousness in coffee. He showed me around the company’s roastery, offices and cafe in a 100-year-old converted
fruit canning factory that captures the look of the original Pleasure Point cafe with lots of natural wood and windows. A
former O’Neill wet suit factory, the building is adjacent to Santa Cruz Skateboards and has a skate ramp in the parking lot.

***

TD: Why did you open your headquarters here in Santa Cruz?

Colby Barr: A lot of the reason our roaster was next to the original retail space in Pleasure Point is we wanted people to
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Colby Barr, co-founder and green coffee buyer of Verve Coffee
Roasters in Santa Cruz. (Photo: Tara Duggan)

Cups at Verve’s cafe. Photo: The Chronicle/Sean Culligan

interact with our roastery. For this building, we
didn’t want the roastery to get dusty and dirty.
Aesthetics are important. We want to have a
culture where people (employees) are totally all
in.

Why do you have so many wine books in your
library?

A lot of people in the coffee business say we
should break away from using wine descriptors
when describing coffee. I don’t think that means
we shouldn’t have analogies — we don’t have to
intentionally dismiss agricultural similarities
between wine and coffee.

How do you reach out to customers?

What’s important for us is the consideration of
customers and the idea of inclusivity, to make
sure we are getting to the market and
communicating with them. Because if you really
want to help a farmer, pay him more. If you want
to be able to pay a farmer more you have to be
able to charge more. And you’re going to get the
consumer to pay more by getting them excited
and feeling good about it, which I think comes
from being inclusive.

Since a lot of high-end coffee roasters have a
reputation for being off-putting to customers,
how do you do that?

In the retail environment it’s just giving positive
energy and greeting people when they come in
the door, just trying to provide the highest level
of customer service. That’s how you create a
customer base that’s excited about your shop
and thinks positively of it and wants to come
learn more. They get curious, so they want to
learn more instead of it being kind of forced on
them.

That’s kind of like what I think about the wine
analogy — when my mom and her friends come
in to a coffee tasting, then get super excited
when they taste fruit forward notes in coffee or
they taste mouthfeel. To them it’s like the
greatest ephiphany of their life that they are
tasting that in coffee.

What was it like growing up on a pear farm in
Clear Lake?

My dad went to UC Davis and studied viticulture
and economics. He was going to go into grapes
but got into pears because life happens. He met
a lady, my mom, whose family was in the pear
business. Also, grapes were really expensive to
get planted at the time.

I grew up farming mainly pears and we had a
packing shed as well. They were separate
companies. We farmed pears as an agricultural
product and we also processed them for
ourselves and for other people in the area. It’s
not dissimilar to growing coffee. Some growers
are in cooperatives and sell their coffee to the
mill, some people are totally vertically integrated
and some people process coffee for other
people. I grew up with those parallels to coffee.

How else did that experience inform your work in
coffee?

Most of the pears in that whole area have gone
under as a business (he adds: though my
father’s Blazing Star brand is still going strong). What I learned from that is never lose sight of what makes you special.
The pears in Lake County are the best pears by far in California because they have hottest days and the coldest nights,
and when you have a great range in daily temperatures you have the ability to create more sugars and less carbohydrates
in the fruit, which makes Lake County pears sweet and juicy as opposed to mealy and gritty. And it only happens in Lake
County, but over time they lost their market share because of in-fighting–they fought amongst themselves instead of trying
to stand strong together for their region and to make sure people knew why that product was superior.

What I learned from that on a personal level is the importance of communicating your message to the public. What I’ve
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Verve bags. Photo: The Chronicle/Sean Culligan
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Great article, and what a eloquently stirring manner Cody has in delivering the coffee education to the
customer ....

learned on the coffee buying level is the importance of talking to farmers about what matters to them–talking with farmers
not at farmers. It’s easy to tell a farmer just pick ripe cherries (the berries on a coffee plant), but also you have to have a
sensitivity that labor is their number one cost. You have to know that that’s a concern of theirs and say, “I know that
picking ripe cherries is your number one cost of labor and I get that, but let’s talk about why I still think you should pick ripe
red cherries. And that’s because of the marketplace and how quality can play into that.” Or you could talk about how ripe
red cherries actually weigh more than green unripe cherries.

It’s about trying to give them all the info and talking about the role we all play in the supply chain. The farmer and the
consumer are the two ends of the supply chain. They’re the very start line and they’re the finish line. They are the two
most important players and they are the two parts of the supply chain that are the farthest apart physically and emotionally
and the ones least likely to interact with each other. I think consumers should understand how hard it is to be a farmer and
the farmer should be sensitive to the market.

Have you noticed your customers becoming more aware of the issues farmers face?

Our customers now ask about certain coffees by name and want to know when a certain coffee is going to be back in
stock. They know there is seasonality with coffee now. But that’s not the start of the message.

People fall in love with flavor and experience first. They come to our coffee house or to one of our wholesalers and have a
great time. They taste the coffee and they love it. Then they want to know more about it. For example, if it’s a single origin
coffee, they learn that that coffee could go away, because our single-origin coffees are limited and seasonal.

But there must be plenty of people that just want coffee still.

There’s a long-standing tradition that “it’s
just coffee.” It’s fair. I’m the last person to
want to make coffee pretentious. But I don’t
think you have to be pretentious to
understand coffee. You can understand that
it’s seasonal. Going to the store and
noticing Rainer cherries are in season
doesn’t mean you’re being pretentious. It’s
like, “Oh you’re one of those pretentious
stone fruit people.” I think that’s what we
have to shake as an industry, the idea that if
you care about coffee you’re pretentious.

Why do you think people react that way to
coffee in particular?

On one level the “it’s just coffee” mindset is
the old school, World War II, canned coffee
for 25 cents with free refills idea — that
whole culture of American coffee that it’s an
industrialized nation and coffee’s the fuel for
it.

The other side of it is people that don’t resonate with words like hipster or foodie — it’s something they don’t relate to and
if you don’t relate to it, you can be put off by it or be defensive.

What has it been like to launch your company in Santa Cruz?

The positives is we’ve been allowed to really create our own identity and approach to things without interruption, including
our approach to coffee buying. We wouldn’t be the same if we weren’t here. There are no distractions. We’re not at war
with other coffee companies. The negatives are we don’t necessarily get to share as easily that identity, who we are and
what we are. The inaccessibility has been good and bad.
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find real-time reporting on restaurant openings, juicy chef buzz, hot-button dining issues and more, updated throughout
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