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James Freeman is not afraid to change his life completely. He knows that sometimes new
dreams can replace the old ones.

He turned to the world of fine coffee only after many years of trying to make it in San
Francisco as a classical clarinet player. But Freeman eventually became disillusioned with the
music business and packed up his clarinet. He started out at a farmers’ market in nearby
Qakland in 2002, selling fresh roasted coffee for $10 a pound.

James Freeman was inspired by the atmosphere of Japanese kissa: calm sanctuaries
where visitors can spend time and relax, listening to jazz music or reading manga. His first
coffee shop, called Blue Bottle Coffee, was in Oakland. Then he opened another in Berkeley,
and another at San Francisco’s Ferry Building. There are now 19 Blue Bottle Coffee shops in
the US: in the Bay Area, Los Angeles and New York City.

Freeman’s shops all use slow, careful methods, usually the pour-over. It takes three
minutes to produce a hot cup of coffee the Blue Bottle way — pouring hot water over the filter
full of fresh ground beans, set above the cup — rather than the 20 seconds it takes to fill an
order at most chains.

All of the coffee that Freeman serves has been roasted within the last two days. He has
kept to this two-day rule since the company’s beginning. “We roast coffee on vintage gear,” he
says, “put it in compostable bags, and still get it to our customers within 48 hours.”

Serving fresh roasted coffee means, Freeman says, that customers can “enjoy coffee at

n

its peak of flavor.” He also adds that he uses only the finest, most delicious and responsibly
sourced beans. “I love the chain between a grower and a roaster and a barista and a customer.
I love trying to preserve the quality of all of those inputs,” he says.

Freeman focuses on two things: perfecting the taste and “creating our own world.” “I
like to focus on the product — how things taste, how things are made and how you feel when
you walk into one of our cafes,” Freeman says. “You can work very hard at pushing people
towards happiness.” It’s in the details, such as: “how close you are to your barista when you
step in, what the doorknob feels like, how ‘fingerprinty’ the front door is.”

At Blue Bottle, he says, the staff wants customers to sense when they first enter that

they’ll be happy inside — that they’ll be treated well and that they themselves will “know

exactly what to do.”

Blue Bottle raised almost $26 million in 2014 to invest in expansion. The first shop he
opened in Tokyo — in the Kiyosumi area in 2015 — has a roastery, where the beans are roasted,
right inside the store.

Freeman also has a shop on a back street in Omotesando. In Japan, the coffee is made in



glass siphons. The Japan stores are an experiment in how far the coffee shop chain can expand
while still staying true to its core ideas.

Freeman says he feels “so lucky.” He was very unhappy, he says, in his work “before
coffee, with so many near misses and moments of uninspiredness.”

So far Freeman’s new recipe for happiness — his own and that of his customers — seems
to be working. There are lines of customers, in both the U.S. and Japan, waiting outside all of '

Freeman’s cafes.
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