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Espress yourself:   
(left to right) Ian 
Clark, Marcus Stinson, 
and J.T. Thompson 
are three of the key 
“coffee ambassadors” 
who meet regularly for 
what they call barista 
jams. It’s a chance to 
hang out, share ideas, 
and swap techniques 
for making excellent 
espresso

With an eye to the West Coast, where a new wave of coffee shops is 
raising the bar on quality, a small group of passionate employees is 
intent on transforming the company reputation from ethical coffee 
house to ethical cutting-edge coffee boutique   By Shawna Wagman

Drink

it’s 7 p.m. on a tuesday, and eight Bridgehead employees 
are crowded around the coffee shop’s shiny new stainless-
steel Synesso, the Rolls Royce of espresso machines. As a 
few curious customers look on, J.T. Thompson prepares 
shot after shot of espresso—stopping to make tiny adjust-
ments to the equipment and sampling the results. 

“It’s strange that you can drink so much espresso and 
still be surprised by it over and over again,” he says. Widely 
regarded as one of the company’s star baristas, Thompson, 
26, has a laid-back demeanour and looks particularly at ease 
behind the imposing manually operated machine. At most 

other Bridgehead locations, espresso is 
made on machines that require little 
more than the press of a button. The 
Synesso, however, is for skilled baristas 
only. Until recently a store manager at 
the Beechwood location, his new title 
is espresso manager, and Thompson 
revels in his role as the expert and staff 
trainer on the Synesso machine. 

“Are you a red guy or a blond guy?” 
asks Tracey Clark, Bridgehead’s founder 

The Boys of 
Bridgehead

photography: grAhAM lAW



64 OTTAWA october 2007

and managing director. As she watches, 
Thompson compares espresso shots 
with Marcus Stinson, 23, the company’s 
new facilities manager. “Red or blond?”

“For espresso?” Stinson quips.
Everybody laughs. Getting the joke 

relies on the understanding that Clark 
is referring to the colour of the crema, 
the foam cap that appears on top of a 
good shot of espresso. “With the crema, 
you’re trying to capture the promise of 
the smell of coffee in the taste,” Clark 
explains. “That’s how you get the thing 
they call the god shot—and that’s what 
we’re aiming for.”

Heads around the room nod know-
ingly. “What’s incredible is that espres-
so is impossible to perfect,” muses Ian 
Clark (no relation to Tracey), 22, a full-
timer at the Dalhousie Street location. 
“You’re constantly pursuing perfec-
tion. You can pull 150 shots a day, and 
every single time it’s a new challenge, 
a new experience.” 

All this youthful exuberance isn’t just 
the caffeine talking. For the past four 
months, a small group of Bridgehead 
employees has been meeting regularly 
for what they call barista jams. It’s a 
chance to hang out after work, share 
ideas, and swap techniques for mak-
ing excellent espresso. Tonight’s meet-
ing has a specific goal: to optimize the 
espresso blend they use at all Bridgehead 
locations. It’s an exercise that appeals to 
only the most zealous of coffee geeks: a 
slow, methodical quest to make not just 
the best espresso in the city, but the best 
espresso anywhere.

That’s a tall order for an indepen-
dent community-minded coffee com-
pany that has spent the past eight 
years expanding steadily across the 
city. It’s enough just trying to survive 
in the shadow of the java giants lurking 
thirstily on every corner. Still, with an 
eye on the West Coast, where a new 
wave of coffee shops is raising the bar 
on quality coffee, Tracey Clark began 
investing in top-of-the-line equipment, 
including the Seattle-built Synesso and, 
more recently, a state-of-the-art single-
cup coffee-brewing system called the 
Clover. But only now, fuelled by the 
passion of three young coffee-obsessed 
employees, is a company-wide revolu-
tion brewing. And so begins the trans-
formation of Bridgehead from ethical 
coffee house to ethical cutting-edge 
coffee boutique. 

Drink
The son of a refrigeration engineer, 

J.T. Thompson has always been good 
at fixing things. His basement is lit-
tered with coffee equipment he has 
bought on eBay—everything from 
home espresso machines to small 
pieces of commercial equipment. He 
takes them apart and builds them 
back up. It’s an obsession with coffee’s 
quirky machinery that began during 
his university years when he worked at 
Starbucks to pay the bills while pursu-
ing his English literature degree. 

Not long after joining Bridgehead 
more than a year ago, he became smit-
ten with the Synesso that sat in the 
company’s warehouse. He still remem-
bers the first espresso he tasted from 
that machine. “It was a single blend, 
a Peruvian, a really sugary coffee, and 
the guy pulled a short, tight shot for 
me. I was, like, ‘Wow—why don’t we do 
this in our stores?’ ” 

As soon as Thompson became man-
ager of the year-old Beechwood Avenue 
Bridgehead, he tried to convince man-
agement to let him put the Synesso in 
his shop rather than a fully automatic 
espresso machine. And while some staff 
were concerned that it would be too dif-
ficult to use, that it would slow down ser-
vice, Thompson convinced everyone to 
give it a try. “The customer response was 
almost immediate,” he recalls. “People 
were saying, ‘What’s different?’ or ‘The 
coffee tastes so much better today.’ ”

Pretty soon the other Bridgehead loca-
tions were hearing from customers who 
were asking why their lattes and cappuc-
cinos weren’t as good as ones they’d had 
on Beechwood. That was no surprise to 
Thompson. “The idea is to open people’s 
eyes to what coffee can be,” he says. Once 
people get a taste of it, the logic goes, 
their regular cup of joe will no longer 
make the cut. It’s a phenomenon coffee 
geeks call “The Moment.” 

Over the past several years, cof-
fee drinkers in such places as Seattle 
and Vancouver have been converted 
in droves to the new wave of coffee 
shops dedicated to delivering these 
moments. The shops are not only pre-
paring superior-quality coffee, ground 
and brewed by the cup, they are also 
making coffee drinking into more of a 
culinary experience—something akin 
to wine or artisanal cheese. At Elysian 
Coffee, a nouveau coffee boutique in 
Vancouver’s trendy Kitsilano neigh-
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found out they had a Synesso, I almost 
passed out,” he says. His boundless 
enthusiasm for the bean and the depth 
of coffee-tasting experience hasn’t gone 
unnoticed. Known as the guy with an 
excellent palate, Clark gets called on 
any time there is a need for feedback on 
the flavour of a new bean or a particu-
lar roast or when the taste variables on 
a certain machine are being tested. He 
was recently involved in the creation 
of a special blend of coffee for Beckta 
Dining & Wine. Meanwhile, although 
he is just a half credit short of getting 
his undergraduate degree in law at 
Carleton, Clark is determined to see 
where his love of coffee can take him. 
“It’s just far too exciting now to think 
about anything else,” he says. 

Now working full-time at the 
Dalhousie Street Bridgehead, he is per-
fectly situated to spend his free time in 
the company’s newly created “cupping 
lab.” The special room, part of the new 
head office located next door to the 
Dalhousie shop, is where staff will be 
trained in the art of cupping, the coffee-
world equivalent to wine tasting. And 
with the lab now almost fully in place, 
Bridgehead is looking at getting involved 
in The Cup of Excellence—a prestigious 
coffee competition in which farmers 
put forward the best of their lots each 
year to a panel of judges from around 
the world. At the end of the three-week 
judging process, the coffees are ranked 
by country, then the beans that have 
won the top prizes are sold by Internet 
auction. As a result, companies such as 
Bridgehead will be able to gain access 
to what Clark calls “super-premium, 
insanely delicious coffees.”

back at the barista jam, it’s approach-
ing 10 p.m., and everyone is buzzing on 
caffeine. After testing different mix-
tures and different roasts, the group 
manages to reach consensus. “I think 
we’ve learned that we have similar 
tastes overall,” says Marcus Stinson, 
the company’s go-to guy for espres-
so training. It’s described as a sweet, 
chocolaty, very viscous espresso with 
a West Coast-style heavy crema. As 
it happens, it’s the same blend they 
started with four months earlier—East 
Timorese, Peruvian, and Mexican cof-
fees—but roasted a little lighter. “We’ve 
played with it and got it to the point 
that it tastes great alone, it tastes great 

bourhood, customers are presented with 
a coffee menu that identifies each selec-
tion by its country of origin, character-
istics of its growing region, and a set of 
tasting notes. The El Indio coffee from 
Costa Rica, for instance, is described 
as pleasantly refined, beginning with 
refreshing berry acidity, and finishing 
with confident nut and fruit tones.

For Thompson, the West Coast 
approach to coffee is a constant source 
of inspiration. In the same way he tears 
apart old coffee machines and puts 
them back together, he is painstaking 
in his attempts to understand every 
intricate detail of each espresso shot he 
makes. “There’s always more to learn 
about coffee—there are so many flavour 
compounds in it, so many variables—
from where it’s grown, when it’s picked, 
where it’s picked. It’s a really complex 
little plant,” he explains. “Like wine and 
food, there’s a lot of history and tradi-
tion, and there’s a lot of room for push-
ing it forward. I want to be a part of it.”

ian clark was barely old enough to 
drink coffee when he began pulling 
espresso shots at The Ottawa Bagel-
shop’s coffee bar. When customers 
complained about the coffee he was 
serving, he went on-line to research 
espresso-making techniques. There he 
discovered a wild world of java enthusi-
asts—and a handful of fanatics—who 
feverishly fill up discussion boards, web 
sites, and blogs with topics relating to 
every aspect of coffee, from farm to 
cup. Before long, he was hooked.

Clark dove in with the unbridled appe-
tite of a young man in love. The learn-
ing curve was steep, but the more he 
experimented with coffee, the more his 
confidence soared. One day he stumbled 
upon a web site that allowed him to buy 
a small amount of fresh unroasted cof-
fee beans from the grower. He selected a 
coffee from the ancient Harar region of 
Ethiopia. “It has such a distinct aroma 
of blueberries,” he recalls. He followed 
some on-line instructions for roasting 
coffee in a hot-air popcorn popper at 
home. He then took the beans to work 
and made espresso out of them. “It was 
the most incredible thing I’d ever tast-
ed,” he says. “When you experience it, 
you realize what’s possible.” For Clark, 
that was The Moment. 

Since joining Bridgehead a year ago, 
the moments keep on coming. “When I 
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with milk, and it’s good on both kinds 
of machines,” says Stinson. Next on the 
agenda, Stinson will talk to the roaster 
in Montreal to try to convince him to 
roast their coffee even more frequently. 
“We’d really like to be serving espresso 
three to eight days after roast,” he says. 
“That’s the sweet spot.”

Listening to the lingo of a true cof-
fee geek, it’s difficult to believe that 

Stinson has been involved in the coffee 
industry for just 18 months. Working 
non-stop 18-hour days and immersing 
himself in every aspect of the coffee 
trade, he has an infectious enthusiasm 
for his work. Before joining Bridgehead 
as facilities manager, he was an auto-
motive apprentice who spent summers 
up north as a junior ranger. “A year ago 
I was working with a bunch of crusty 
old men changing oil,” he says with a 
laugh. He has come a long way from his 
Tim Horton double-double days. Not 
only is he a member of Bridgehead’s 
management team responsible for what 
he calls the nuts and bolts—every-
thing from fixing toilets to coordinat-
ing contractors for the building of new 
stores—he also represented the com-
pany, along with J.T. Thompson and Ian 
Clark, at last month’s National Barista 
Championships in Toronto.

These days Stinson is particularly 
consumed with the construction of 
Bridgehead’s ninth location in Old 
Ottawa South—the third one to show-
case a Synesso espresso machine. If 
Stinson has his way, every Bridgehead 
store will boast Synessos within the 
next couple of years. The first hurdle is 
an internal one: some store managers 
are reluctant to switch. “Staff training 
is the biggest thing—the amount of time 

and effort may be exorbitant,” he says. 
In the meantime, it’s up to the three 

most passionate proponents of “hand-
made” espresso to convince their col-
leagues that it’s worth the extra effort. 
“With the automatic machines, I can’t 
control all the variables myself. I’m leav-
ing it up to a computer board—which is 
frustrating when you’re trying to produce 
the best, best espresso,” says Stinson.

Another challenge for Bridgehead 
and its three espresso ambassadors 
will be in ushering in a coffee-drink-
ing revolution that doesn’t have the 
whiff of exclusivity—the dreaded coffee 
snobbery. “The three of us have been 
accused of taking off and leaving every-
one behind,” Stinson admits. But that’s 
going to change. For instance, there are 
plans to conduct educational seminars 
and coffee-tasting events for the public 
in the new cupping lab. He also hopes 
to create more relationships with local 
restaurants. “It’s about sharing what 
we’ve learned,” he says. “I want to bring 
the culture to Ottawa—I don’t want this 
to be an in-house secret.” 

For Tracey Clark, the future direction 
offers the ultimate blend of her passion 
for coffee and her long-standing vision 
for Bridgehead as a company commit-
ted to social responsibility. “Part of 
what keeps me motivated is asking: 
how can we be relevant to the local 
communities, and how do we provide 
more back to the grower?” she says. 
Ultimately she imagines a model where 
coffee growers become minority share-
holders; as the demand for their coffee 
grows, everyone drinks the rewards. 
And Bridgehead will sit at the cross-
road; the place where artisanal and 
ethical coffee culture converge.

The idea is to open people’s eyes  
to what coffee can be. Once people  

get a taste of it, the logic goes,  
their regular cup of joe will no longer 

make the cut. It’s a phenomenon coffee 
geeks call ‘The Moment’

Drink


