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1Go deeper, then deeper still
Hugh Sisson began his work 

with beer in the early ’80s, as 
a bar manager for Sisson’s pub. 
Sisson’s focused heavily on 
imports because, at the time, 
domestics were virtually un-
drinkable. To drum up business, 
Sisson would host beer tastings; 
he started home brewing “so I’d 
understand what I was talking 
about” at the tastings. Things 
snowballed from there—Sis-
son’s became Baltimore’s pre-
eminent destination for good 
beer and in 1989, it became 
Maryland’s first brewpub. 

2Have faith in your product
When Sisson first began 

talking about brewing his 
own beer commercially, you 
scarcely needed two hands to 
count the number of brew-
pubs in the city. There were 
none in Maryland, because the 
law didn’t allow it; he had to 
go to the statehouse and get 
the legislature’s blessing. But 
he believed in the power of 
good beer to create its own 
following, and by late in his 
tenure as the brew master at 

Sisson’s, he was doing 1,000 
bbl (including some of the 
East Coast’s first fruit beers) 
on a 7-barrel system.  

3Check the pool before you 
jump in. Maybe

State law prevented Sis-
son from brewing for the 
restaurant and for commercial 
distribution, so in 1995, he 
left the brewpub to found 
Clipper City Brewing. “As it 
turned out, my timing was 
really bad,” he laughs. As soon 
as Sisson fired up his 50-bar-
rel brew house, the white-hot 
craft beer market dried up. 
“It’s kind of like those people 
who started dot-com busi-
nesses right after the market 
crashed. We had a whole lot 
more capacity than had mar-
ket for,” and Clipper City had 
to scramble to stay alive. 

4Just survive
Clipper City’s original 

plan “was to do very similar 
to the kinds of things I’m do-
ing now—these bigger, more 
boldly flavored products. More 
idiosyncratic, more niche-

Hugh Sisson has been hawking good beer for 
nearly 30 years now. In the last few of those, 
he’s finally made Clipper City into the brewery 
he always envisioned it to be—Great American 
Beer Fest gold medals and all. 

Hugh Sisson
Founder, Clipper City Brewing
How to go from being you to taking on the 

Heavy Seas in nine courageous steps

9 steps to beerdom By Paul McMorrow

“Yargh! Drink up me hearties!”
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