
Colby Barr coupled his interest in renewable farming methods  
with a deep passion for coffee to create a sustainable coffee giant, 

Verve Roasters.

Born and raised in the beautiful beach 
city of Santa Cruz, California, Colby grew 
up with a f ierce interest in renewable 
farming methods and the environment. 
He coupled his knowledge of the farm 
industry with a deep passion for coffee to 
create a sustainable coffee giant, Verve 
Roasters. With his business partner Ryan 
O’Donovan, Colby has spread not only the 
coolest new boutique coffee house but a  
r enewed mes sage o f  s u s ta i nab i l i t y  
throughout the world.

Where does your passion 
for coffee come from? 

My passion for coffee comes from simply 

loving to drink coffee, and the experience 

that surrounds it. The ritual of starting your 

day with it and then taking on the world. I 

grew up in a family that farmed pears and 

wine grapes in Northern California so I was 

around this agricultural process my entire 

life. I saw the difference between just ok and 

spectacular, and have always had respect for 

producers that go the extra miles to create 

something special. I also love design, and 

hospitality as well, so somewhere in all of this 

is how I see and live with coffee, and where 

my passion for it comes from.

What is the story behind 
Verve Coffee? 

Verve started with myself and my business 

partner, Ryan O’Donovan, whom I knew from 

college. He was my first coffeegeek friend 

although we met because we were both 

musicians. After college, Ryan had worked for 

coffee companies from the San Francisco to  

Portland, and I had taken over a cafe where 

we went to school. This is where we built our 

backgrounds in coffee, but it wasn’t until we 

came together to start Verve that we hit a 

new stride and perspective of coffee. It is also 

right when “third wave” coffee was starting 

to take off. Just barely, but we saw what was 

happening and wanted to be part of the 

movement. We had no idea how significant 

this “niche” movement would become in the 

industry, nor our brand’s position within it. It’s 

really amazing. It reminds me of when hip-hop 

first came out and everyone thought it would 

be a fad, and now it’s the largest grossing 

music genre in the world, even bigger than 

rock-and-roll.

What are your roles 
within your company? 

As a Co-Founder of Verve, I’m involved 

directly with the management of the brand, 

setting strategy, as well as overseeing 

product development. We have an incredible 

team that is making it all happen, but those 

are areas I am always involved with. Whether 

it’s new merchandise or packaging, new cold 

brew products, or where we should put our 

next store and focus our energy, you can find 

me in those discussions. As a specific job, I 

have always been involved as a Green Coffee 

Buyer. For years I did it solo, but now we are 

able to source our coffees as a tight-nit team. 

It is an area I will always be directly involved, 

traveling around the world discovering 

the next hidden gem and meeting with our 

long-term partners. It’s something I’m really 

passionate about.

Why do you believe 
boutique coffee shops have 
become so popular? 

Besides my own observations and 

involvement, there’s actually big data that 

shows why this is happening. Coffee is an 

enormous, growing market - actually 200B 

globally and growing. In fact, Starbucks buys 

less than 3% of the world’s coffee. Then you 
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look at boutique coffee, and you can see 

in the US that 60% of coffee drinkers have 

now shifted toward specialty coffee at a 

rapid pace, and of course, millennials are 

leading that charge.

Why is this so? It’s really just people 

expecting more from brands and products 

these days - which they should! Nobody 

wants cookie-cutter, predictable brands. 

We all want things that are “real” in our 

lives, and are demanding authenticity 

more and more with the dollars we spend. 

Coffee is a great symbol for this revolution.

What advice would you give 
hotels in terms of choosing 
coffee? Why is coffee 
important to the guest?

It’s actually really simple, you just can’t 

afford to get it wrong these days. It’s one 

of the easiest ways for hotels to nod to 

their clientele that they get it; that they are 

on the same page, and are a brand that 

understands whats going on in popular 

culture. If you have crappy coffee in a k-cup 

vs a more elegant solution either in-room 

or with room service, you are making a 

statement. You are either saying, “I don’t 

care that much”, or “I don’t get it”. Neither 

of which are good for a hotel’s brand, 

obviously. 

It’s also just a really cool way to over 

deliver the brand promise to your clientele, 

and is something about to hit a quickening 

stage in hospitality. We’ve seen it with 

cafes (like Verve), and then restaurants 

(from breakfast spots to 3-Star Manresa, 

or Republique), and even most corporate 

campuses (like Salesforce, Facebook, etc), 

so it seems absolutely crazy to me it’s not 

yet really landed at boutique hotels. My 

advice for hotels is to be progressive and 

part of the movement, or risk their brand 

becoming disconnected to their guests, 

as everyone else is embracing it. In-room 

options, room service, on-site experiential 

cafes, poolside, etc. The opportunities are 

boundless.

What is the important of 
culture and community at Verve? 

Culture and community are without 

question, the most important part of Verve. 

Yes, we source some of the best coffees in 

the world, but without a strong culture and 

a community to share them with, I might as 

well just roast at home! We have always 

had a really strong culture at Verve, and 

it is something we talk about every single 

day. It’s what bonds our team together 

and what focuses our energy toward a 

common goal of providing the best coffee 

experience possible to people in a way 

that is personal. And we want people to 

know that we do it for them not us. This is 

where the culture and community overlap 

and maybe even become one. Whether at 

home, in a cafe, at work, on the road, we 

want people to Live With Verve.

What types of collaborations 
have you done and how do 
you find them useful? 

We love collaborations. It’s a great way 

to connect with like-minded people, 

share ideas, and reach out in a way 

that is different than each of us doing it 

independently. It also shapes a different 

experience and shines a more complex 

point of view on things. It’s kinda like 2+2=5.

We have collaborated with food and 

beverage brands like KitchenAid and 

Stanley, done events like Coachella and 

Yeah Field Trip, as well as worked with other 

lifestyle brands like Specialized Bicycles, 

Bradley Mountain, and CreatedCo, to name 

a few. In fact, we have also just opened a 

collaborative space in Tokyo with Rag and 

Bone where we have the bottom floor of a 

three story building and they have the top 

two. That has been a really great project.

What are your plans for 
expansion this year? 

This year we have a lot going on! We 

are launching some new RTD cold brew 

coffee products as well as some single-

serve options (both of which will be great 

for boutique hotels!). We are developing 

elegant solutions for you to have amazing 

coffee experiences away from the coffee 

maker, and to be able to “Live With Verve” 

wherever you are. We also have a few 

amazing experiential retail concepts we 

will be debuting this summer in Northern 

and Southern California.

You’re at Verve on Melrose, 
what’s your go-to drink 

order? 

Cappuccinos and pour 
over coffee, though 

our nitro cold coffee is 
amazing

Favorite boutique hotel in LA? 

Probably the Ace. It’s 
the instant classic and 

helped pave the way 
for modern, lifestyle 

hospitality. 

Almond milk or hemp milk? 

I prefer nut milks, like 
our in-house blend of 
almond, cashew, and 

hazelnut.

Favorite magazine? 

Collective Quarterly, 
and anything from Japan 
- I’m a sucker for their 

impeccable  printing.

Current Netflix obsession?

I’m really into ‘Dirty 
Money’ right now. I’s 

a docuseries, with an 
amazing director and a 
theme song by Run The 
Jewels. Can’t go wrong!
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From farm level to street level with Santa 
Cruz based Verve Coffee Roasters

C A N ’ T 
S T O P 
W O N ’ T 
S T O P     

From farm-level to street-level 
with Santa Cruz Based Verve 

Coffee Roasters
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ROASTING 
PROCESS 
Santa Cruz, Seabright
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ESPRESSO PROCESS 
Los Angeles, Melrose Avenue
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BRANDING & AMBIENCE 
Tokyo, Shinjuku

THE POUR  
Santra Cruz, 41st Stree
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INTERIORS 
From Top: San Francisco, 
Los Angeles, Tokyo

COMPLETE SETTING 
San Francisco
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