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_“lmpressions of Foreigners Working in Kyushu

Interview with Former Apple Engineer Now Owner of Weber Workshops and Kamakiri Coffee Shops

55 a8 Douglas Weber is an
1S ] American engineer and
the founder of three
businesses, Weber
Workshops, Kamakiri
Workshops, and Kamakiri
Coffee. Though a native of California, he
considers ltoshima his home, where he
lives with his wife and two (soon to be
three) young children. He is fluent in
Japanese, having started learning it as a
child growing up in a largely Asian
neighborhood in California.

While an undergrad at Stanford, he
came to Japan for a year to study at
Kyoto University. Then, turning down an
initial job offer from Apple, a year later he
received a scholarship from the
Japanese Ministry of Education (MEXT)
to study at a university of his choice in
Japan, and went to Kyushu University for
another year to study ceramics. After
receiving a second offer from Apple
however, he accepted. He started there
when it was a relatively small company,
and after 14 years of helping it grow into
one of the top companies in the world,
he felt the timing was right to strike out
on his own. He started his own company,
pursuing his dream of designing what
are quickly becoming known as the best
coffee grinders in the world.

Weber Workshops’ biggest customer
base is in the USA, although the fastest
growing area is the Middle East. In June
2021, he launched a crowdfunding
campaign for his latest creation, the Key
Coffee Grinder which was fully funded in
5 minutes, and in one month overshot its
goal of $20,000 by 17,795%, raising over
$3,500,000 in pre-orders. Clearly, he’s

P
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Mr. Douglas Weber, interviewed by Mari Yoder
Itoshima, Fukuoka, June 7th 2021.

doing something right, and has an
extremely loyal following in the coffee
world. You can see his products at work
and try the coffee at one of his Kamakiri
Coffee shops in Yakuin or Hirao in
Fukuoka City. We visited Mr. Weber at
his office in Itoshima in June, just before
the launch.

Mari Yoder (MY): _
You were designing [ESS
iPods and iPhones & ]
so why did you
switch to coffee?
Douglas Weber -
(DW): I've always §
loved coffee, even :
in the very beginning, when | started working
on things like iPods and iPhones and things,
that was about the same time | got into coffee.
And it was also when third wave coffee was
just starting to bloom in San Francisco. So, I'd
buy commercial machines for home use to
learn how to be better at making coffee. And
every time | bought something, I'd look at it,
take it apart and think well, what is this? |
could do so much better than this. But | was in
this position where | was the lead engineer on
the number one selling thing in the world for
that year. | was super lucky. | was in the right
place at the right time. | recognized that. So |
thought, okay, | can do coffee stuff later. The
great thing about coffee that | always knew is
that it's not going to change. The iPod is going
to sell for five years, a phone for a certain
amount of time, but coffee will always be there.
But at the same time, | saw an increase in
engagement for and proliferation of really good
coffee products. | joined Apple when it was at
rock bottom, and | left when it was the number
one company in the world. Apple had really
grown up into a big corporation. It no longer




had the small scrappy startup feel. It was
much more fun when it was small, because for
example you get to do all the design work for
an iPod. And then by the end, employee
responsibility grew more and more focused,
meaning each engineer had less individual
oversight and responsibility. | was in
management and doing other stuff, and | felt it
was now or never. So, | stopped in 2014 and
started doing what | wanted to do and never
looked back.

MY: Why did you choose to start your business
in Fukuoka?

DW: Originally, as a student, | chose to come
to Fukuoka because | wanted to make
ceramics. | just really liked the vibe of Itoshima
in particular, and the proximity it had to the city.
| liked the mountains, rivers, and ocean. Then,
when | was working at Apple, | would take
vacations and come and visit my friend who
gave me his studio to work in. Even though |
didn’t have any plans yet to come and live, |
was able to buy a large, beautiful piece of land
in ltoshima. So, when it came time to leave
Apple and start my own company, | knew that |
was going to get into manufacturing and
designing pretty complicated stuff. | thought
about doing it in Japan. | have many connections
in Japan in Japanese manufacturing, but none
of them know how to deliver at the right price
or speed, and what | knew could be done
competitively. Japan is not a great manufacturing
place for small mid-level companies, unless it's
completely in-house. So, | knew that | wanted
to make the machines in Taiwan. Because the
airport is so close, if | leave here in the morning,
| can be in Tokyo or at the factory in Taipei by
noon. But every day, focusing on products and
designing and running the company, | can live
in an environment like this and have access to
a city like Fukuoka. That’s pretty ideal. The
cost of living is low and it's just really nice.
There are other nice places in the world that
eventually | might consider, but right now,
since I'm focused on my business, trying to
make things happen in Taiwan, this is the

place | want to be.

MY: As a successful small business owner
marketing to overseas customers, what advice
can you give to small businesses in Kyushu
who would like to do the same?

DW: If you're selling something, have a really
strong online presence and do something in a
world-class niche. Project yourself really well
in English. That's super important if you want
to sell something online. You have to make
them believe it exists and it's worth it. Luckily
everybody has good tools for doing that, you
can take amazing photos just with your phone.
You need to have a lot of exposure. Just doing
that really well is key. But obviously the
product has to be at a certain level as well. It's
not like you can just sell anything. For me, it's
not about how you sell, it's what you sell.
That’s what | focus on.
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