
Jen Gresham: Hey everybody. This is Jen Gresham and I am so excited to bring you today 
Jesse Jacobs. He is the founder of Samovar Tea Lounge which is this amazing tea experience 
which I have experienced myself. 

But more importantly he has an amazing journey as an entrepreneur and I wanted to introduce 
him to you so we could talk a little bit about what it's like doing something that no one has ever 
done before and how to do it with a lot of success. 

So, Jesse, thanks so much for coming on to talk to us.

Jesse Jacobs: My pleasure. Happy to talk to anyone passionate about tea and life.

Jen: Yes. We share that. So you had sort of an interesting start to your career cause I always 
like to ground people with where you began. So you have a background in IT, right? So you 
started off for a while building websites and then eventually decided to kind of do a physical 
location move. You moved out to San Francisco and then got into the corporate world.

Jesse: That is correct. Yeah. I guess I've always had an entrepreneurial slant since I was a 
child and had a wide variety of jobs from shoeshine boy to magician to working in the Alaskan 
fisheries. And the web development business seemed to fit that. In 1996 when the world was 
building home pages and using HTML to do that. 

And so that was kind of where I ended up and I realized the Bay Area was a hotbed of that 
kind of work and landed with a really cool company in the middle of the dot com boom. And big 
corporations were our clients and the day-to-day was pretty much I.T. consulting you could say, 
building massive websites for corporate companies. 

That went on for the next several years and my interest slowly waned and the work became 
progressively more monotonous and challenging and travel. And eventually it slowly began to 
sap my spirit really.

Jen: And I think what's interesting is, I know you've said in other interviews, that you had this 
sort of singular experience one day drinking a cup of tea and just thought, “You know what? I 



need to go. It's time to do something else.” What was it that was about that experience? How 
did it come about?

Jesse: Yeah, I mean I guess it's fair to say there is a – it was singular but it was also – there 
was a pervasive uncomfortable gnawing is probably the easiest way.  And then just one day, in 
a fluorescent lit cubicle farm out in the suburbs of Seattle, on a big project for a big company, I 
was standing there and I stood up to stretch and I just peered out and I could sort of only hear 
the sounds of keyboards typing you know, click, clack, click, clack. And murmured telephone 
conversations and just the buzz of the fluorescent lights and it just felt just so deathly, I couldn't 
take it.  

And literally I got goose bumps now just thinking back to that epiphany when it was like, “This 
sucks. I can't go on here.” And, at the time, I was standing and the smell of my drink. I was 
drinking some tea out of a Styrofoam cup. And it wasn't just a tea bag from the cabinet, from 
the kitchenette there, it was from a good friend in Taiwan who had sent me a sample of tea. 

I lived and studied abroad for a few years in college and so they sent me some tea and I've 
gotten to enjoy varieties of tea over the years. Kind of like people get into wine. It was just a 
nice tea brewing there in a cup. Loose leaves just sitting in the tepid water from the water 
cooler. It says hot, but it really comes out warm. 

And it was an Oolong style tea and the aroma hit me and I'm standing there just happily 
absorbing the aroma of the tea and miserably staring out at the environment around me. I said, 
“Okay, this is the end. I can't continue this way. This is not a way to live.”

Jen: So how did that morph into an idea of opening a teashop? I mean, that seems like a 
stretch really right? I mean, you might say to yourself, “I should really drink a lot more tea. This 
was a good moment for me.” But how does that turn into a business model?

Jesse: Well I think the first thing was just the moment of reflection. I mean I guess there's two 
tools that I've come to rely on that been part of my life and that I kind of look to them more as 
explicit tools that also have become part of the fabric of my business and it's the combination 
of ritual plus reflection. 

And that's literally what happened there, actually, kind of going back to that moment. Where 
the ritual of doing something uncomplicated or complicated, it doesn't matter, but for me at the 
time, it was just brewing tea and reflecting on the moment and reflecting meaning just to taking 
a step back. Becoming a little bit aware or mindful, as the word is commonly used. 

And so, I took a third party take on it and said, “Okay, this is not the direction I want to go.” And 
the reflection side just allowed me to throw the cards up in the air and say, “Okay, if I can do 
anything, what would I like to do and what do I need?” 

Just really absorbing all the possible books I could. Diving into reading them on creativity and 
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… And pretty much creativity and brainstorming and things like that and mind mapping and just 
diving in and exploring every possible thing out there.

Starting with me really. I'm a dissatisfied person and so what kind of needs do I have? And 
that's pretty much where I started. As opposed to saying, “I don't like this job. I want a different 
job.” It was about, you know I really believe that there's no difference between work and life. 
Work is just a part of life and so it was more like what kind of life do I want to live as opposed 
to what kind of job do I want.

And the life that continued to bubble up that I wanted to live was focused on health. Was 
focused on the opposite of the stressful work environment that I and all my co-workers were a 
part of (i.e. a relaxing environment.) 

I was focused on connecting with people, not e-mailing them. The value for me is like the more 
digital connectivity and texting and e-mail and all that online time we spend is, the more rare 
and value a real human, in-person experience becomes. So these things started to bubble up 
as elements of a life I wanted to live. And then it kind of it... Further down the line, that lead 
into, “Okay, well, how would I make a living doing that and what kind of … “ I really applied a 
lot of the technology tools of object oriented design and used case modeling and this kind of 
thing to look at, “Okay, I'm a guy. I have this kind of job. I do this kind of a thing. And I wake up 
in the morning and what do I do and where do I go and what do I spend money on?” 

So I definitely applied real world business skills to the problem and thought, “Okay, what's the 
solution?” And so it was a combination then that lead into a life that I want to live and then 
okay, what's that job look like and what are the options out there and that kind of thing.

Jen: So what did people .. What was the reaction when you talked to them about this idea of 
opening up a teashop.

Jesse: Well basically... So yeah, so that turned into I would like to hang out at a place that is 
not a bar, that is not a nightclub, that is not a grungy coffee shop. That, wow, tea, huh. 

Tea is thousands of years old. Has international traditions. Has a part of a ritual that is simple 
but very approachable. 

Tea is not really big in America, but is big everywhere else. Yet America's full of some melting 
pots so clearly there are people here who know tea. Kind of that line of thought went on and on 
to finally have me realize that well there's no where to go to have a tea experience that allows 
for something deeper. Human connection. Slowing down. Disconnecting wireless. 
Disconnecting from technology. 

And so that really led into let's focus on creating a company that has these things as a way of 
life and it turns out that tea is a great way to deliver that. And so what would that look like in a 
retail environment and kind of flush that out creatively and then kind of putting that into the 
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business plan. 

So as I started to cultivate that whole thing and craft it together, and try to gather feedback 
from friends, family, co-workers, and the world around me at the time, the response was 
overwhelmingly, “Are you crazy and that's a stupid idea. You know nothing about tea. You 
know nothing about retail. You know nothing about restaurants. Restaurants are doomed to 
fail. Startups are doomed to fail. Nine out of ten small businesses fail. Go back to your great 
salary and your secure job and your two days a week of free time and five days of week of un-
free time.”

And so that was very discouraging. And I continued to just ruminate on it. Well it's, “I don't 
know you know?” I'm a dissatisfied person out there and this is something I would pay for. 

And as I just continued to doodle away and craft it and read books on business planning and 
startups and putting financial models together and things like that, it still percolated. And I 
finally thought, “Alright, let me craft this into something. Into a more coherent plan and see if I 
can get a business loan for it, a bank loan.” 

And so I guess through the next six months I went to the various business resources out there 
and got a list of all of the available Small Business Administration bank loans. And I think there 
were 72 banks and just picked up the phone and called one and said, “Hey, I got this plan. 
Here's what I'm thinking.” And essentially the answer was, “What? No experience? No 
collateral? You don't have enough cash. Restaurants are doomed to fail. Tea is unproven. 
Click.” 

And over the next six months and the following 71 banks, it was a version of that over and over 
and over again. And so that was discouraging, but I also had a list and it was a complete list of 
everyone I possibly could reach out to just for a bank loan. 

And the last one, number 72, was a banker who I somehow gelled with. I ended up making him 
tea. We sat down. I gave him the ritual that I was thinking of delivering to customers. Talked 
about the values, the needs, you know. Kind of made it very personal for his own experience 
like, “Hey, what's the banking world like? What's a day in the life for you? What are you looking 
for?” The fact that he was willing to sit down with me was a way to really connect and show 
him viscerally what the experience was like. 

By the end of it he said, “Well, you have no collateral, no experience, restaurant's doomed to 
fail, startups, you know, blah, blah, blah. But I'm so fascinated by this experience and I totally 
get what you're doing and what you're saying, I'm going to sign off on the loan.”

Jen: Wow. 

Jesse: And I said, “Whoa, now I really have to do it.” So that was the beginning.
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Jen: So, I mean, I think that's fascinating because one out of 72. That's a pretty intense failure 
rate. You had to get all your failure at once right? It was like a lump sum of failure. How did you 
keep the faith during all that? It just sounds like you were surrounded by so much negative 
energy. You had something that was comfortable and easy that you could always go back to. 
How do you say, “You know what? This is it. I'm going to stay the path here.”

Jesse: Yeah, I mean, part of it was having a very clear, quantifiable list. It's like, “Look, I'm 
going to go through all through all 72 with equal fervor. And if all 72 say no? Cool. I'll have to 
do something else.” But, I'm not going to taint number 28 because the first 27 all said no. I'm 
going to continue.. because I believe in it. And so I will believe in it and be relentless and not 
give up until there is essentially not a breath left. Not one bank left. 

And over and over again it was like, “Okay. Thank you. Click. Goodbye.” And it was, you know 
you could say I just, I forced myself to say, “Thank you” and pick up the phone and smile and 
keep at it. 

But having a .. If there.. If it was simply just going online and researching in general, I think I 
probably would have gotten disappointed at bank number 7. But having a very.. like making a 
discrete? list of like, “I am going to go through all of this, and then I'm done.” Like there was an 
end in sight either way. That was one thing that was essentially a to-do list. Right.

Jen: Yeah. 

Jesse: You know, David Allen and his whole GTD kind of approach. And definitely it can be 
improved upon, but having lists. I'm definitely a fan of different lists and different contacts and 
things like that. And that was something that was one simple tool. 

And it was embracing no. Really. It's one step closer to yes. It sounds cliché, but I believe it. 
And so, it just didn't get me down. It was.. 

And it's continued, you know, throughout the years. There's always a new challenge. When we 
opened, it was of course, a lot of work to get open and for whatever reason, I thought that was 
the hard work. Like getting the plan and the bank loan and the construction and the permits 
and the hiring and the training. When we finally opened, literally like it's day one, (whoosh 
sound,) “Here we are.”

Jen: But I mean that must have been scary too because now you've invested this loan, you 
have so much in it. You've got staff, right, that are now dependent on you. I mean, how did you, 
I guess, have that confidence that you knew what you were doing and that this had legs.

Jesse: Um, I didn't. It was definitely like, “Alright, the hard work's done. Now here come the 
customers.” Hello? 

My wife still jokes about like six months in, when you know customers would come in, the 
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spartan random customer, and say, “Is this a Thai restaurant? What is this place? Six bucks for 
tea? That's ridiculous. I'm going to get mine for two across the street at the coffee shop.” And 
just feeling just that horrible knot in your stomach like, “What have I done? This is just horrible 
and this is not fun.” This is.. Or what did I do. And at the same time, I just believed in it. That's 
the simple answer. 

But then one by one there was definitely a response from the right customer. And so I began to 
slowly attract people like me. So I would.. Someone would show up and they looked stressed 
out – corporate office worker. And I was there, an employee, or whoever and we were a very 
tight knit crew and we had the passion for what we were doing and believed in it and said, 
“Hey look, you know, this is what we have. This comes from Minister Wang and his farm up in 
the mountains in Southern Taiwan. This is a special tea and this is how they make it and this is 
how you'll feel. And this is why it's different.” And the customer would click and they would say, 
“Oh my God. For only six dollars? This is amazing.” And they would come back in a week with 
their mom and they would come back with their child and they would come back with their co-
worker. And one by one literally we would see the passion get ignited and people.. word would 
spread.

And so, yeah, if there was not any response, it would, you know, I guess that would have been 
the lesson. And I would have tried it and that would have been it. We would have closed. But 
the fact that there was enough response, although rare, that generated further on. You know, 
viral literally. It was before all the big social networking stuff out there and viral technology. But 
it was viral word of mouth where people felt it and they came back with a friend. And we didn't 
advertise. Didn't have a budget for any of that. 

And yet we slowly started to make ends meet but not without a lot of stress. I mean it was 
someone, you know, “Throw it on a credit card. Twenty-five thousand dollars. Time to meet 
payroll otherwise we'll have no employees and no employees means no one to serve the 
customers.” 

Jen: Great. And I think one of the most interesting twists in your story is that each of your three 
locations you took over from a failed coffee house including a Starbucks. How did you avoid 
sort of the mistakes of what is supposed to be the model business.

Jesse: I mean, let's see. I guess for one I really felt... I drink coffee once in a while and I did 
drink coffee then. There's a really different culture associated with the world of drinking coffee. 
And coffee is a drug. It's addictive and it's a big jolt of caffeine and it definitely serves a 
purpose. But it's the opposite with tea. 

I would say coffee supports a stressful life, literally. It gets you operating at that pace which is 
sometimes great, but often times is stressful and has an impact on the whole psychological 
mind, body, spirit. Tea is the opposite. It has caffeine but much less but the entire experience 
around tea is slowing down, connecting, paying attention to the world around you, and living 
fuller. Really. 
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It's like more present and more creative. It's, of course I'm a little biased but that's like the 
world of tea. So I believe myself as a micro-chasm that there is a shift going on. And so that's 
in the shift of what I see as the transition from coffee shops to tea. And I don't think ever.. 
there's a huge coffee market. Of course not every coffee company out there is going to convert 
to tea at all. Starbucks is not going anywhere, but there is a definite need for people to slow 
down. 

And as we're all getting more digitally wired and permanently connected from the bedside 
where people check their e-mail first thing in the morning. It invades all personal and private 
space, there's a real need to slow down and disconnect and that tea is about that. So I think 
it's pretty simple that the reasons we've replaced coffee is just because people need it and 
there's a place for both. 

And so each location used to be a coffee shop and one of them was a Starbucks and happily 
now that they're all tea. And so, one person at a time experiencing a cup of tea. You know, 
there's a place for it. There's a place for both. There's a place for wine. Yeah, so that's.. I just.. 

It's an interesting evolution and I'm.. it's all.. every location has come up very naturally really. 
We were invited to open in the space. The city of San Francisco owns the property where it 
used to be a Starbucks and they said, “Hey, we have a location. It's beautiful. It's in a garden. 
We'd love you, a local business to come down here. It used to be a Starbucks and they 
couldn't make it. It didn't work out in that space.” So I said, “Alright. Let's do it.”

Jen: Well and I think what's also just great about your story is, you know, revenues at Samovar 
have doubled every year since you've opened in 2001. Is that right?

Jesse: Let's see. I guess at the.. They've slowed as we've grown. Like initially, like I would say 
that's not the case any longer. They have not doubled. But it was a huge, definitely a huge 
surge and we continue to grow and every year we have grown. I would say between ten and 
fifteen percent over the last couple of years.

Jen: I mean that's astounding for any business right? But I think it's especially interesting for a 
business that doesn't really have any direct competitors. I mean, how many tea lounges do we 
know? As you and I talked, there really aren't any. And I'm wondering do you think that's part of 
the secret to your success that you were willing to do something truly different.

Jesse: Mm-hmm. I mean I would say yes. But the other side is if there are not competitors 
then there's no market. So that must be like the one caveat risk. And so although there are 
other teahouses that have opened up, no tea lounges that I know of, I don't even consider us a 
tea company. And so instead I think our competition is more like is it's a stressful life. 

Like people have a choice to either be stressed out or not stressed out. And so as opposed to 
some little teahouse opening up and being a competitor, I see competition being much more 
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the stress that's out there competes for the time it takes to relax and slow down. 

And so I guess there's no overt competitor on one side but the other side is it's a way of life 
that competes with the way of life we support. And so, therefore, there's a huge market. People 
need it. They need to be healthy and slow down. And tea's been doing it for thousands of years 
and so it's still relevant.

Jen: Right. Well I think you were really smart for example in your Hayes Valley location, you're 
catty-corner to the Zen Meditation Center and you guys have done a lot of things together. So 
tapping into their customer base and sort of forming, I guess, a kind of collaborative.

Jesse: Yeah, oh definitely. We've done some really cool events together and they're excited to 
have us there because we bring sort of a different vibe and they're trying to grow their base as 
well and get the word out about the value of sitting meditation. And they have the Buddhist 
path and you have the tea path. You have collaborative types of.. Yeah. Ways that both of them 
really coincide and that people benefit from each. So it's been a really good chemistry right 
there.

Jen: So I want to close by talking about the concept of using a business to make a difference. 
You know I think a lot of people who come to me who are looking to change careers, this is a 
big thing that they want. They want something that's deeply meaningful and they want to make 
a difference, but they often have a very narrow viewpoint of how you do that. Either they think 
you have to go to med school and become a doctor and cure cancer or you have to dedicate 
yourself to working at some non-profit and working at a much different salary level. 

And I think one of the things that drew me to your story is that Samovar is really a lot bigger 
than tea and you kind of already hinted at this. You don't think of yourself as a tea company. So 
talk to us a little about the mission of your business and how you're using that to make a 
difference.

Jesse: Mm-hmm. Yeah. It kind of goes back to just being about me in the beginning. So I felt 
disconnected from myself, from my co-workers, from my family. Just at from a deeper way of 
living. It was just my own personal discomfort. And I thought, “Okay, what do I want? I want 
more connection.” Not online connection, but actual real, in-person connection. 

And so for me it became how do I create a business that supports that. Because if I feel it, I'd 
be willing to bet there's a lot of people out there who feel the same way. 

So it became the mission of creating positive human connection. And we do it through tea and 
sourcing unique tea that's sourced from small family farmers. Really the artists of the leaf from 
all over the world, etc., etc. But what happens, we don't have tea experts coming in and we 
have people just who need connection. Positive human connection as a customer. And when 
they get it, they come back and they tell someone else about it and we charge a premium for it. 
It's not cheap. It's probably the world's most expensive tea. Or I would be willing to say it most 
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definitely is. And yeah, for only $15 or ten dollars, you truly get a dose of positive human 
connection and slowing down. And for that, it's actually very cheap. How else you could get 
that is through a lot of therapy or a spa or a trip to a exotic Moroccan or Tahitian hotel or 
something. 

So that was much more expensive and work than coming in for a one hour or two hour sit 
down with a friend or a with a book and exploring the world of Oolong and the traditional 
Chinese style or something like that. 

So for me, it started off just with my own need. What do I need? And at the same time, 
recognizing like you said, like making a difference. I mean that that's a fundamental and 
universal human need. I think that regardless of money or status or anything, we all do, myself 
included, want to know that our lives make a difference. 

You know when it's all said and done, what kind of impact will I have left? And so for me it was 
again kind of just throwing the creative cards up in the air saying, “What kind of difference can I 
make and what do I need and how can I do that?” And ideally through a business that supports 
me so it ends up not being work, it's just living every day to make a difference. I don't know. 
Does that answer the question?

Jen: Well, so I think that's a really interesting perspective and do you think that sort of finding 
your way to make a difference is to look inside yourself and to look at your own needs. Instead 
of seeing that as a negative, or you know somehow that you're less than, that that's actually 
the opportunity for you to more than and to help other people.

Jesse: Totally. I mean so I guess yes, looking within yourself and that's the sort of the other 
side of the tool I mentioned. And so the reflection part. 

And the way I've found value in getting better reflection is definitely to pretty much starve 
myself of all media. Like I don't have TV. I don't listen to the news. I don't watch the news. I 
really try to have a focused and open slate for intentional things to make an impact on me. 

So the books that I want to infuse myself with, the people, the media that definitely makes a 
positive impact to support that kind of reflection, allows for a more unfiltered, uncontaminated 
thinking process. And that's what's worked for me and so how do you find, what kind of 
difference, what kind of company, what kind of business, what kind of way of life someone 
could do to trigger that. 

I think that we're so inundated with distraction and stress and the non-stop nature of things, 
there's no window for it. There's no time. And so it becomes just a matter of cutting things out 
ruthlessly. And for me, that's like media and TV and all this kind of distraction that prevents me 
from being open to those opportunities. 

We're all unique souls right and we have a unique perspective, unique experiences, different 
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parents. And so we have an untapped, unlimited potential to figure out where there is a need 
and to derive a solution for it. But as long as it's getting a lot of static input and distraction, I 
think that that's probably the biggest enemy out there. 

Jen: Yeah. I totally agree. Couldn't have said it better. So guys if you are in San Francisco, you 
have to go to Samovar. I cannot recommend it highly enough. Jesse, where can they find you? 
If they're in San Francisco and if they're not. 

Jesse: Yeah, if they're in San Francisco or not, SamovarLife.com is our website and we have 
our teas and our daily blogs and things like that that we talk about. This lifestyle and we ship 
pretty much all over the world. Our boutique artisan delicious products.

Jen: Yes. And if you are in San Francisco itself, you have three locations. Where can they find 
you?

Jesse: Oh yes, right. Yerba Buena Gardens right downtown in the center of the city. Hayes 
Valley which is the one with the Zen Center is. And the Mission-Castro neighborhood. 
Eighteenth and Sanchez so 498 Sanchez Street. 297 Page Street and Howard Street. 730 
Howard Street. Three stores in the city or online.

Jen: Awesome. Thank you so much.

Jesse: You're welcome. My pleasure. Thanks.
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