
targeted.” Didn’t happen. 
Distributors pulled out of 
craft beer, and Clipper City 
could only sell to greater Bal-
timore. “I made this kickass 
Maibock,” Sisson recalls, “and 
we couldn’t give that away 
to save our souls. So with 
that, we had to change—I 
couldn’t be making 7 percent 
IPAs, because I didn’t have a 
market for it.” So Clipper City 
subsisted on “commercial, im-
mediately consumer-friendly 
styles” and lots of contract 
brewing business. 

5Do more than just 
survive

That all changed five years 
ago, when a growing craft 
market allowed Clipper City 
to realize its bold found-
ing mission by launching 
its aggressive Heavy Seas 
label. Nothing’s under 7 
percent ABV, and every style 
is bottle-conditioned. So are 
the non-styles; Sisson brews 
an Über Pils and a Hefeweizen 
Doppelbock in addition to a 
Barleywine, an Imperial Stout, 
a Saison, and an Imperial IPA 
that’s packed with 3 pounds 
of hops and hopped three 
ways. “We’ve done some pretty 
interesting things,” Sisson 

says, and it’s working; Clipper 
City now distributes to 18 
states, on the strength of its 
Heavy Seas line.

6Innovate, don’t imitate
Sure, lots of people have 

gone heavy in the past few 
years, but Sisson has been 
conscious to carve out his 
own corner of the extreme 
beer movement. His Barley-
wine and Imperial Stout, for 
instance, look to England, 
not California, as a reference 
point; they’re subtler and 
more reliant on malt than 
hops for flavor. “There’s a 
whole bunch of really good 
West Coast breweries that 
have already done that,” 
Sisson explains. “At the 
end of the day, we need to 
take home a lot of personal 
satisfaction with the quality 
of the beers we’re brewing. 
We don’t just want to just 
do knockoffs of what Vinnie 
Cilurzo’s doing. He’s doing 
great beers, but I don’t want 
to copy him any more than he 
wants to copy me.”

7Play to win
The biggest difference 

between this decade and last, 
Sisson says, isn’t economic; it’s 

psychological. “The market 
was tough as hell, and we were 
struggling to keep our nose 
above water. In those days, I 
had to play the game not to 
lose. In the last couple years, 
we’ve been able to try to play 
to win. That’s a huge differ-
ence. We don’t feel every time 
we make a decision about 
trying this style or trying that 
style, we’re potentially risking 
the entire venture. This is not 
to say we completely ignore 
potential viability in the 
market, but it does mean that 
we feel relatively comfortable 
going ahead and taking shots 
at things.”

8Find your kin
In March, Sisson says, 

Clipper City will be relaunch-
ing its Oxford line as certified 
organic. It’ll launch with 
two recipes, a reformulated 
Oxford Raspberry Wheat and 
an English-style Amber. “The 
whole craft beer business has 
always been all about little 
guys trying to wend their way 
through world dominated 
by large players, little guys 
trying to dance to a different 
drum,” he says. “The or-
ganic concept is very similar, 
spiritually, to the craft beer 
concept. These are relatively 

smaller farmers who are com-
mitted to a mission. Bringing 
that in as part of what we 
do—it’s an interesting paral-
lel, segue of thought.”

9Weather the storms
The next year or two 

aren’t looking to be ban-
ner ones for the craft beer 
industry. The sector’s record 
growth is being threatened 
by malt and hops shortages, 
two- and three-fold increases 
in raw material prices, and 
soaring energy costs. “It’s 
terrifying,” Sisson admits. He 
had to raise prices on January 
1, and expects his colleagues 
to have to do the same. “I 
definitely think price points 
could potentially affect the 
business,” he says. “What’s 
critically important is that 
the industry as a whole unite 
around a value message. We’re 
looking at $10, $11, $12 six 
packs for really good styles of 
beer—relative to the cost of 
an equivalent-quality bottle of 
wine, or an equivalent-qual-
ity bottle of good whiskey—
that’s still a deal.”

clippercitybeer.com

Paul McMorrow is a writer living 
in Boston, MA.

BAIssue0208.indd   17 1/18/08   11:50:00 AM


