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Founders and friends Ryan O’Donovan and 
Colby Barr are bringing a new meaning to 
partnership. They are committed to quality. 
Not only in their coffee, but also in their 
relationships with their farmers and loyal 
customers.

True pioneers in the Farmlevel movement, they 
share a unique responsibility to their farmers. 
An authentic partnership, their sincere 
engagement brings amazing coffee directly to 
their customers at Streetlevel.

Join co-founder Colby Barr as he brings us 
along on the Verve journey. From Santa Cruz, 
California, to Los Angeles and Tokyo; the 
adventure is just beginning.

INTERVIEW BY REBECCA HILL

 level
another

Coffee drying at Beneficio Bella Vista – Antigua, Guatemala. 
Photo by Colby Barr

Founders - Ryan and Colby. Photo by Josh Telles.
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Ryan and Colby you were both born and raised in Santa 
Cruz, California. How did you meet and where does your 
passion for coffee originate from? 

> COLBY Ryan and I met in college while playing music. 
We were the only two guys lugging around heavy vintage 
keyboard equipment (Rhodes, Hammond, etc.) all over 
town — up flights of stairs, into basements, all that. Ryan 
had been working in coffee since the day I met him and 
was the first “coffee geek” I ever knew. He even was 
roasting coffee at home on a Hottop roaster. He left to 
Oregon to open a coffee company and I coincidentally 
ended up taking over one in our college town. We met 
back up a few years later after he had returned from 
Oregon and had this idea of collaborating on a full-blown 
roasting company. Ryan was moving from San Francisco 
to Santa Cruz so he could surf and mountain bike every 
day, so we ended up opening shop there. We did almost 
open Verve in San Francisco though.

What was the catalyst in your decision to collaborate 
and open your business?

> COLBY The catalyst was that we were both 
passionate people that ended up with this coffee  
focus and separately thinking about our lives and 
“what’s next.” It was really a matter of serendipity.  
Timing is everything.

Verve began in your hometown of Santa Cruz. How did 
the community support your early endeavors?

> COLBY Honestly, Santa Cruz was not the obvious 
choice to open the business we were planning. It was 
really early in the third-wave coffee scene and there was 
some resistance when we were building out that we 
were trying to be “fancy” or that it was something that 
belonged in the city, not Santa Cruz. Once our doors 
kicked open however, and people had the chance to 
experience our style of coffee and our inviting customer 
service, people fully embraced us with open arms. Santa 
Cruz proved to be an amazing community to open shop 
in and to this day is the foundation of our company and 
culture.

Photo by Josh Telles.

Verve West 3rd location – designed by Commune. 
Photo by Josh Telles.

Verve Coffee Farmlevel partner Juan Benitez.  
Photo by Ryan O’Donovan.

Verve’s first location in Santa Cruz. 
Photo by Parker Batterson.
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Together you have created a unique business model, 
based on valuing your belief in fair trade practices. Can 
you elaborate on your commitment to bridging the gap 
from Farmlevel to Streetlevel?

> COLBY Absolutely. Since the day we started this 
company, it became apparent that the sourcing of coffees 
would prove to be one of the most important parts of our 
business. Our approach to sourcing coffees is like that of a 
great chef’s relationship with their farmers’ market and their 
purveyors. It’s partially laying groundwork to gain access 
to the best-quality coffees in the world, but also building 
lasting relationships so that they will be there year after 
year — and that means making it worth it for the farmers 
as well, not just us. It’s really a partnership, afterall, and 
it’s our responsibility to bring these amazing coffees from 
Farmlevel, and to shepherd them through the process to 
our customers at Streetlevel. Without the farmers and the 
customers there is nothing.

You have stated, “The Farmlevel Initiative is vital to the 
future of coffee...it shows farmers that their work matters, 
their attention to detail is noticed, and that we support 
them every step of the way.”

In what ways has Verve established the groundwork for the 
success of the farming communities you source from?

> COLBY The number-one thing we can do to support 
the coffee communities we buy from is to buy their coffee, 
and pay them premiums for the best producers out 
there. We can’t buy coffee from everyone, in fact even 
Starbucks buys less than 3% of the world’s coffee, so we 
have to be focused. We focus on the most passionate and 
determined producers that are growing the right varieties 
in the right places. Then we show them they can count 
on us by showing up every year. We also are very honest 
with our producers good or bad, because that is real. 
Hey, it’s your closest friends that tell you the truth, right? 
Together through open communication from both sides we 
build a relationship that can last into the future, all based 
on the best coffees in the world and getting them to the 
consuming public.

Your direct trade practice allows you to exceed Fair Trade 
minimum prices with every transaction. Where do your 
compassion and ethics originate from?

> COLBY Compassion and ethics are crucial in all of life 
so hopefully it was instilled into you by your parents or 
grandparents! That said, when I was in college I majored 
in Environmental Studies and in doing so, I learned the 
two most important classes were Environmental Ethics 
and Environmental Economics. Ethics teaches you how to 
focus on what is right and the concept of a greater good, 
and Economics teaches you how to build financial levers to 
accomplish those goals. Money kind of runs the world so 
why not use it for good?

In order to connect with your farmers, I imagine that you 
travel frequently. How has this lifestyle impacted your 
lives, both positive and the negative aspects?

> COLBY Travel is amazing. I have been very fortunate to 
visit so many remote parts of the world from deep FARC 
controlled areas of southern Colombia to remote villages 
of western Ethiopia and the birthplace of coffee. The 
perspective it has given me, spending so much time with 
such real people, is a blessing and I will forever be grateful 
for it. Does it ever get tiring, wearing, or even frustrating? 
Hell yes. Has traveling a third to half of the year affected 
my personal relationships? Yep. Would I change it? Hell no. 
Some people wanted to be a racecar driver when they were 
a kid. I wanted to be an explorer.

Your Streetlevel initiative allows your customers to 
experience the most incredible coffees in the world, while 
simultaneously contributing to positive global impact. How 
did you gain a customer base that shares your values?

> COLBY I think this is a great example of the relationship 
of ethics and economics and how they can work together 
symbiotically. We don’t ever take a guilt approach to our 
farmer partners. They deserve better than that. Farmers are 
proud, badass mofos who just want to be recognized for 
their effort. If you want to help a farmer, pay them more. If 
you want to pay them more you have to charge more. If you 
want to charge your customers more you have to offer them 
a higher quality experience. We approach this through 
QUALITY. We believe that if we can provide the customer 
with the option to choose quality they will. In doing so, 
they are (unknowingly) helping farmers by validating the 
premiums we paid for that same quality. It’s a closed-loop 
system and voting with your dollars. 

Photo by Parker Batterson.

Daily coffee pickings from the Ethiopian forest. 
Photo by Colby Barr.
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In addition to amazing coffee, the design of your cafes 
and products is extraordinary. You have expanded to eight 
locations, all of which have unique design aesthetic. How 
involved are you in the retail design process?

> COLBY Ryan and I have been very involved in our retail 
design process. In fact, our first store and roastery we built 
ourselves without a contractor. We designed it. We built it. 
Since then we’ve had the opportunity to work with some 
great architects and designers though we are always very 
involved in the process and philosophy, such as the light 
and airy, residential vibe to our spaces.

The West Hollywood location was done by Commune 
Design. The studio values the strength of the collective 
mind, “believing that authentic creativity and innovation 
come from collaboration.”

Can you share your experience working with a renowned 
and like-minded firm?

> COLBY Working with Commune was amazing. They 
have always been a great influence on us and we share 
the California, residential mindset with them. We are huge 
fans of the frontier California designers like Eames, Eichler, 
and Mickey Muennig. They were very collaborative and it 
was really fun to have those brainstorm sessions with such 
amazing designers and their impeccable taste.

Your business has grown into four cafes in Santa Cruz, 
three in Los Angeles, one in Tokyo and one opening in 
San Francisco. Can you give us some insight as to when 
and where you choose to expand?

> COLBY The past few years have been really amazing. 
We left the nest of Santa Cruz and have had a blast 
sharing the Verve experience with a wider audience. We 
will continue to look in those same markets for additional 
growth for sure. Los Angeles, San Francisco and Tokyo 
all share an appreciation for quality of life, and a California 
sensibility that really resonates with our brand. Yes, Tokyo 
too. There is a crazy synergy between Japan and California 
that was amazing to realize after having visited. Japan is 
outstanding and has a lot to offer us here as well. Wherever 
we go, we will always be from Santa Cruz, or as our coffee 
bags read, “Made in Santa Cruz.”

Your commitment to quality is the foundation of your 
business. Part of this includes daily blind cupping to 
ensure the taste and quality of the roasting. How hands-on 
are you as co-founders now that you have eight locations?

> COLBY Ryan and I are as obsessed as ever with our 
coffees. We have an incredible coffee department now, 
including our Director of Coffee, Amanda Juris, but we all 
work together to develop our menus. We, of course, always 
taste everything blind so we remain unbiased, and we are 
tasting coffees together as a coffee team every week and 
often every day.

Are you able to maintain a work-life balance? What are 
your passions outside of coffee?

> COLBY I read once, “If you do what you love you’ll never 
work a day in your life.” Besides being cliche, that has sort 
of been part of the approach to Verve in that there has 
never been this clock-in / clock-out mentality for Ryan and 
I; or I guess you could say we’re always clocked in! That 
said, we make time to clear the mind. Surfing, mountain 
biking, motorcycles, film photography, are all things we’re 
into that help clear the mind. Ryan is deep in the yoga 
game as well. I’m newer to it but will say you feel pretty 
elevated after a 90-minute session. 

How do you envision the future of Verve? 

> COLBY The future of Verve is bright! It has been really 
interesting (if not validating) to watch our coffee company 
influences become acquired and invested in by private 
equity and venture capital firms. We are still independent 
and have complete control of our destiny, which is a great 
feeling. We have many product ideas and concepts that 
we are working on and a strong intuition as to where the 
industry is heading. We feel very fortunate to be in the 
position we are in at such an interesting time in coffee. We’ll 
remain completely focused on quality and innovation while 
expanding our reach so that more people may experience it 
firsthand. It’s pretty simple – we want to share the love! 

Flagship store in LA designed by Commune. 
Photo by Josh Telles.

Photo by Parker Batterson.

Flagship store in LA designed by Commune. Photo by Parker Batterson.

Verve Coffee Roasters
vervecoffee.com
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