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café crossroads
BY DAN LEIF PHOTOS BY tED hoLLADAy

Verve Coffee
Santa Cruz, Calif.

Colby Barr and Ryan O’Donovan, co-owners

 Did it feel risky bringing premium coffee to a surfer town?

arr: It felt like a lot more risk than opening in San Francisco or Berkeley. We talked about opening in the city, but Ryan and 
I are pretty quality-of-life driven by nature. If we had opened in an area we didn’t want to be in and were only there because 

we thought it was good business—and then it turned out to not do good business—that would’ve been the ultimate nightmare. 

’Donovan: The neighborhood we opened in is Pleasure Point, on the east side of Santa Cruz. There’s killer surfing right 
there, and I always drove here from the East Bay. There was a giant void of anything considered decent when it came to 

coffee. So that community and neighborhood spoke to me.

ollege friends Colby Barr and Ryan O’Donovan 

started Verve in late 2007 with a mantra that’s 

laced with passion and ambition: “We wanted to 

be the best roaster in the world,” says Barr, “even if it 

was only in our own minds.” In the last four years, the 

company—which now employs 50 people—has quickly 

moved toward that goal. Its staff and coffees have 

been featured in the finals of the United States Barista 

Championship. The company’s beans regularly inhabit 

the hoppers of elite cafés throughout the country. And 

last year Verve moved its roastery into a 7,000-square-

foot space in a renovated cannery building and opened 

a shiny showcase café, the company’s third retail spot, 

in downtown Santa Cruz.
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café crossroads continued from page 22

 Your newest shop opened in November of last year. What was the idea behind it?

’Donovan: The town is pretty linear geographically. For people to leave the far west side of town and come across to the 
far east side [where the first shop is] can be a pain. They sort of feel like different towns all together, and we wanted to 

make a mark in Santa Cruz proper and show people what we do and what we’re about. There are a lot of coffeehouses downtown, but 
we felt we needed to put a stake in the ground and say, “We’re different, come check us out.”

arr: The other reason we did it is that it had been four years since we built our first store, which Ryan and I literally built with 
our hands. We pulled our own permits. We built the cabinets and tables and chairs. With the downtown store, we wanted to do 

the other end of it—build the store we’d build if we had the help and the resources. Our new store represents where our head’s at with what 
we want to do in coffee, but the first store in some ways will always be my favorite. There’s so much soul in that place; it’s not comparable.

 What do you try to accomplish when it comes to sourcing coffee and compensating farmers?

arr: The message we want to put out there to the buying public and farmers is it’s all about quality. Farmers can only get 
paid however much someone is willing to pay for a cup of coffee or a bag of beans. We have a Kenyan that was $9 a pound 

green, making it more expensive than our Cup of Excellence lot this year, but it’s spectacular. People taste that and say, “My God, that’s 
the craziest thing I’ve ever tasted. Sure I’ll buy a bag for $25.” What we can get a consumer to pay trickles down through roasters, 
importers, exporters and mills, all the way to the farmer. Quality drives that. You can’t really guilt people into paying $20 or $30 for a 
12-ounce bag of coffee. You can get them to pay it if they think it’s spectacular.

 How have you been able to build a company that’s made such a splash so fast?

’Donovan: This might sound cheesy, but we think there are two different types of folks: seekers of wealth and seekers of 
truth. Colby and I are seekers of truth by nature—whether it’s which coffees we purchase, how we compensate our staff, 

how and where we do our build-out, all that stuff. It’s been an element that’s hard to describe but is part of our culture.

arr: Verve is all about people: the farmers we work with, exporters, importers, customers, but especially our staff. We’ve 
been really fortunate to attract high-quality people. Our director of training is Chris Baca, who worked at [San Francisco-

based] Ritual [Coffee] for four years and came here unsolicited. We’ve been a pretty good magnet for not just great coffee people, but 
great people in general. 

’Donovan: We’re willing to consider anybody, but we’re not huge fans of that transient vibe in coffee. It’s not what builds 
great companies and good foundations. We want folks to be here because they want to be here. So we try to do things for 

them. We rolled out health benefits to our staff this summer—50 employees on health benefits, which is rad. We’re pretty transparent 
as well. They know we’re doing everything we can to support the whole boat here.


