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top shelf. exploring the best in Indiana’s artisanal foods
BY AMY LYNCH + PHOTOGRAPHS BY JADE HOWARD

Brewer Dave Colt adds hops to the kettle
(left) just steps away from the Sun King
lagering tank (below), affectionately
dubbed the “Pink Pig” by the staff. 

Mark Poffenberger, an assistant
brewer and cellarman, fills up a sig-
nature Sun King Brewery orange and
black keg from a Brite Beer Tank
(left).  

Happy to share, brewer Clay Robinson
offers up a sample of the latest Sun
King creation in the on-site tasting room
(far left). 

you got done with work, you could have a shift beer,” Clay
recalls. “They had six drafts and about a hundred bottles.
That’s when I started trying different beers and began my
transition out of American domestics into Steinlager, Harp
and Bass.”

Dave’s lust for a good brew was ignited by an ice-cold

While Clay Robinson and Dave Colt, the masterminds
behind Sun King Brewery, the newest and most pop-

ular Indy microbrewery, first crossed paths only a little
more than a decade ago, their affinity for barley and hops
goes back much further. 

“In college, I worked at a bar in Crawfordsville, and after

all the king’s men
With a rapidly expanding fan base and playful vibe,
Sun King Brewing Company, spearheaded by co-brewers
Clay Robinson and Dave Colt, is finding its footing in
downtown Indianapolis. 
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a valuable resource as Clay and Dave’s vision took shape.
Dave left the Ram on May 1, 2009. 

Dave’s longtime friend and former Circle V regular, Andy
Fagg, was also eager to get involved. He shouldered the

responsibility of coordinating investors and managing the
investment capital. While hats are somewhat interchange-
able today, and everything is bred of collaboration among
the four owners, Dave’s primary focus is on brewing opera-
tions, Clay manages sales and marketing, Omar mans busi-
ness development and Andy looks after the finances. 

When it came time to name their passion project, the
guys knew they wanted something lending to seasonality.
“Dave and I wanted to focus on continually crafting new
seasonal beers and unique specialty beers. We kicked
around a lot of different ideas, but nothing really stuck. One
day Dave said, ‘What do you think about Sun King?’ I told
him that I thought it was a good name for a brewery in
Colorado or California. He informed me that the sun shines

Olympia, enjoyed one hot August day after mowing nearly
an acre of land. “I also had a brief love affair with Watneys
Red Barrel when I was 21,” he adds.

About 13 years ago, while Dave was working at the
now-defunct Circle V Brewing Company on the city’s north
side, he was enlisted to help a customer load kegs into a
Volkswagen bus heading to a Phish concert at Deer Creek
Music Center (now Verizon Wireless Music Center). As fate
would have it, that customer turned out to be Clay. The two
met again several years later when Clay was managing brew-
ing operations for Rock Bottom Restaurant & Brewery and
Dave took a job with rival Ram Restaurant & Brewery. The
duo would often meet up to enjoy a cold one and discuss
their thoughts on the art of brewing. 

In 2002, Clay left Rock Bottom for a three-year sabbati-
cal, during which time he traveled and produced a tongue-
in-cheek home brewing instructional DVD, “BeerJuggs”.
Dave later hired Clay to work at the Ram, where the two
would spend up to 50 hours each week together just brew-
ing. It was during that time they began to hatch the idea for
an operation of their very own. 

Clay resigned from the Ram in 2008 to focus on making
that dream a reality. After a two-month trip to Alaska to visit
his girlfriend’s family, Clay returned to Indianapolis and
sequestered himself for a month to draft a business plan.
Recognizing that the idea had legs, Clay’s parents, Omar and
Judi, came on board to offer their support. With more than
50 years of experience in local food production and
machine shop industries, Omar’s wealth of expertise proved

top shelf.

Dave shovels spent grain into 50-
gallon buckets (left). Eventually,
these containers will be transported
to a local farm where the grain is
fed to livestock.   

These cans, destined to be filled
on the canning line and eventually
sold in four-packs at area liquor
stores, represent the expansion of
the Sun King Brewery brand.   

While it’s undeniable their microbrews
are delicious, the lighthearted and
playful spirit of the team is infectious
and, most would argue, part of the
allure of Sun King. 
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top shelf.

with copper equipment again, given the choice. “We had to
polish copper on the tanks that served no purpose other
than being decorative,” Clay remembers. “It constantly
picks up water splashes and is tarnished by humidity. You’d
literally have to shut the brewery down from production for
two entire days to polish everything top to bottom. As soon
as you would turn the hose on again, your hard work was
gone.” All the equipment at Sun King is stainless steel.
“We’d like to put up a 5” x 5” square of copper that you can
slap as you go by with a sign over it that says, ‘Brew like a
champion today,’” Clay jokes.

Although local interest in microbreweries is on the rise,
Dave says Indiana is just now catching up with the

movement that’s already been happening on the East and
West coasts for years. “The economy has also brought to
light the need for people to look around their own back-
yards to see what’s here and what’s good,” he adds. “We
don’t have a specific target audience. We want customers
who care about local, fresh, delicious products. That seems
to cross a lot of socioeconomic boundaries.” 

The decision to open Sun King strictly as a brewery as
opposed to a gastropub was a calculated one. “We’d been
planning a brewpub, but between the location, capital
investment in equipment, menu and staffing, we couldn’t
get the formula right,” Clay explains. “We’ve got plenty of
great brewpubs all over the city, but what we didn’t have
was a place that just makes beer.”

Dave and Clay are perfectly happy to direct drinkers
who’d like a little nosh with their pints to a growing array
of local eateries that serve Sun King products. “There are
almost 30 Sun King taps within a two-mile radius of our
brewery,” Clay says. “We’re really developing a reputation
as a business-to-business company, and we’re being
embraced by Mass. Ave. because we’re not trying to com-
pete with restaurants.”

Word-of-mouth reviews have served Sun King well, as
has viral exposure on social media Web sites like Facebook
and Twitter. Dave and Clay haven’t spent a dime on tradi-
tional advertising, yet buzz about their enterprise continues
to generate patrons. 

“Initially, we were pounding the pavement trying to get
people to buy our beer,” Clay says. “Then we thought, to
heck with that. Let’s just concentrate on making a great
product and let people ask the bar managers for Sun King at
the places where they go to drink.”

Another development that’s sure to keep the buzz
going, Sun King is now canning its beers for distribution
through area liquor stores. Patrons can swing into Kahn’s
Fine Wines and Spirits Superstore, Goose the Market, Vine
& Table, Mass. Ave. Wine Shop, Parti Pak, Crown Liquors
downtown and select United Package Liquors and 21st
Amendment locations to pick up a four-pack. 

The quality of the handcrafted creations is where Sun

King shines brightest. Four house brews are on tap year-
round: Sunlight Cream Ale, Wee Mac Scottish Ale, Bitter
Druid ESB and Osiris Pale Ale. “Sunlight is a light, accessi-
ble beer,” Clay says. “Cream ale is an old-school style of beer
that predates the American lager. Canada and the East Coast
are about the only places that do cream ales anymore.” The
sweetish, malty Wee Mac Scottish Ale contains rich hints of
toffee and hazelnut. “Bitter Druid ESB is another one of our
fuller-flavored beers,” Clay continues. “It’s our American
take on English-style amber ale with a big malt start and a

hoppy finish. The Osiris Pale Ale is a West Coast-style
hoppy American pale ale.”

An evolving slate of two or three seasonal-themed beers
rounds out the monthly lineup. Past offerings have included
Ring of Dingle Irish Stout, Firefly Wheat, Orange Blossom
Special, Poff the Magic Dragon Red Rye IPA and Espresso
Robusto. “We’ve only done one repeat so far,” Clay says. “The
original was an India Pale Ale called ‘Cream Dream.’ We did
it for the first time last fall and it was a huge success; it was
our fastest-selling beer. We re-did the recipe this winter and
changed the hops. The re-do was called ‘Cream Dream II
Electric Boogaloo’ after the greatest break-dancing sequel of
all time.” Dave adds, “It’s also the only break-dancing sequel
we know of, which by default makes it the greatest.”  

The inspiration for new beers often derives from unusu-
al sources. Last fall, for instance, Dave and Clay created
Naptown Brown, an India brown ale in honor of the
Naptown Roller Girls roller derby team. Sun King is the offi-
cial beer of the NRG. Surprising ingredients can also wind
up playing a significant role in the distinctive character that
emerges with the birth of each new brew. “In November, Judi
came to me and said that the crab apples were perfect, and I
thought, ‘crab apples?’” Dave says. “She brought in a sample
and they were fantastic — extremely tart with just enough
sweetness, like a Sweet Tart candy with apple flavor. So she
juiced 50 pounds of crab apples for us and we incorporated
that juice into what became our Crab Apple Wit wheat beer.”
This summer, Sun King aficionados can look forward to
sampling an as-yet-unnamed pilsner made with another
indigenous Indiana ingredient: popcorn. 

To create each batch of unique beer, grain is run
through a mill and cracked to expose its internal starch,
then sent into a masher where it’s mixed with water to acti-
vate enzymes and create sugars. The liquid extracted from
the cracked grain, called wort, is boiled and hops are stirred
in to add bitterness, flavor and aroma. After a cool down,
the wort is combined with yeast in a fermenter to create
alcohol. Start-to-finish turnaround time is 2-3 weeks. Each
batch of beer creates 30 kegs or 465 gallons and Sun King
averages 3-4 batches per week.  

The brewing process is fairly standard throughout the
industry, but Clay and Dave politely refuse to reveal any
trade secrets about their recipes and techniques. “The
things we do to make our beers unique are personal and sty-
listic, things we’ve learned over the years and can’t really
talk about,” Clay says. “Every brewery has its own unique
personality that derives from the brewer,” Dave explains.
“We’re kinda wacky, as some of our beer names suggest. We
think of our core beers as our rendition of standard classics.
If you can do the classics well, then you can branch out and
tweak them to create whatever you want. Cooking, baking
and brewing are very similar in that way.”

All things considered, it appears Sun King Brewing
Company’s star is definitely on the rise. “We’ve already
accomplished one of our main goals, which was to operate
our own brewery and make the beers we want to make,”
Clay says. “As we move forward, our overall goal is to grow
at a comfortable, sustainable level. And we’d both love to
have more than one day a week off at some point!” 

Dave agrees. “We hope to continue making world-class
beer for a world-class city and state. Basically, we just want
to keep on keepin’ on.” !
For more information on Sun King Brewing Company, log on 
sunkingbrewing.com or call 602.3702. 

everywhere and that it is central to all life, making it as good
of a name here as it was anywhere. It began to resonate, and
Sun King Brewing Company was born!”

The first full-scale production brewery in Indianapolis
since 1948, Sun King opened for business in July 2009,
debuting its wares to rave reviews at the Indiana
Microbrewers Festival, held in Broad Ripple. The building
that houses the operation calls to mind a hidden speakeasy
from days of old, with white exterior marked only with the
Sun King logo. Inside, the warehouse space is open and, for
the most part, unfinished. Dave and Clay don’t dwell on
impressing visitors with swanky décor and host limited
tasting hours. Their objective is simply to create a memo-
rable product, sans the smoke and mirrors. “The essence of
Sun King is putting fresh, delicious, hand-crafted beer in
bars and restaurants around Indianapolis, thus giving the
people greater access,” Clay says. 

The roped-off tasting area consists of six or seven taps,
picnic-table seating with a view of the vats, and displays of
Sun King T-shirts, glasses and growlers. With the brewing
process in action as a backdrop, Sun King makes an inter-
esting venue for tastings, beer-pairing dinners and private
parties. The mood around the brewery is casual and fun
with jokes and lighthearted jibes to spare. The atmosphere
solidifies what’s already obvious –– this team is working
hard doing exactly what they love.

Dave and Clay have racked up an impressive collection
of brewing awards over the years, including three Great
American Beer Festival medals, two Festival of Barrel-Aged
Beer awards and dozens of Indiana Brewers’ Cup medals.
Most recently, the group clenched a silver and a bronze
medal at the international 2010 Brewers Association World
Beer Cup, the largest commercial beer competition. All of
this in spite of the fact that neither has a formal brewing
education. Both learned everything they know about beer
on the job. “It’s like an old-fashioned apprenticeship where
you start at the bottom of the ladder,” Dave says. “You need
to know how to clean properly before you can do anything
else, then you work your way up.”

It was that cleaning regimen, specifically at the Ram,
that led Dave and Clay to determine they would never work

EVERY BREWERY HAS ITS
OWN PERSONALITY
DERIVED FROM THE BREW-
ER. WE’RE KINDA WACKY.
WE THINK OF OUR CORE
BEERS AS OUR RENDITION
OF STANDARD CLASSICS. .

Patrons are encouraged to retrieve their
favorite Sun King Brewery offerings in
reusable 32-ounce and 64-ounce glass
growlers (left).
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