
AGAINST THE GRAIN

Rob’s huge 
passion  
for 

entrepreneurship is 
something he wants to 
share as the newly-
launched Sugarbird 
brand grows. For every 
1000 bottles of the 
gin sold, the Sugarbird 
team will identify a 
budding entrepreneur 
and pay for them to 
attend a Koi Strategy 
course to help them 
further their business 
goals.

It was actually one of 
Rob’s beer business 
goals that led him into 
the craft gin scene. “I 
had been wanting to 
take South African craft 
beer to the rest of the 
world since the inception 
of League of Beers back in 
2012,” he explains, “but 
there were two problems: 
first, a lack of logistics and 
second, there was really 
nothing to differentiate our 
beers because brewers were 

largely just emulating international styles 
with great, but imported ingredients.” 
Enter the gin craze, which saw local 
distillers using some truly South African 
ingredients to set their brands apart on 
an international stage. Fynbos gins have 
become incredibly popular locally and Rob 
believes many South African gins are often 
superior to their counterparts around the 
world. Exporting will be a major part of 
the Sugarbird business plan, but Rob isn’t 
planning to only send his own product 
abroad. “Oh I’m definitely going to export 
other gins as well,” he says.

Sugarbird launched to some fanfare in 
September, when the crowdfunding 
campaign quickly became one of the 
biggest in Thundafund’s history. At the 
time of writing, the campaign had raised 
more than R1 million, far exceeding the 
original target. Perhaps what people really 
love is Rob’s attitude to business. “The main 
thing in business is to have fun,” grins Rob, 
who always seems to be enjoying himself. 
He wants to keep the gin accessible, both 
flavour-wise and price-wise. “Let’s just make 
something that everyone likes and can 
enjoy,” he says.

So has he abandoned the beer world? 
Far from it, he insists, sipping on a New 
England IPA as we chat. In fact, one of 
the things he loves most about gin is that 
it shares many flavour notes in common 
with his beloved IPAs. “When I first 
started tasting gin seriously, I picked 
up pine, citrus and rose geranium and I 
thought ‘motherf***er – I’m familiar with 
these! These are IPA flavours!” And it’s 
descriptions like that that make you see that 
Rob will quickly bright up the gin industry 
with his signature brand of optimistic 
goofery.

Local beer 
guru launches 
gin brand

Rob and his 
wife Bianca at 
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“There are two things that I believe can make the world a 
better place,” says Rob Heyns, founder of League of Beers 
and the brains behind Sugarbird Gin. But surprisingly the two 
things in question are neither malt-based nor contain juniper 
berries. “Entrepreneurship and education,” he continues, 
“but education never quite bit me in the same way that 
entrepreneurship has.”
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