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Growing Hops in the Backyard

William Bamka, Burlington County Agricultural Agent & Ed Dager, Farm Supervisor

Introduction

If you are ahomebrewer and enjoy gardening, you are a
candidate for growing your own hops. The hop plant
(Humulus lupulus) is a hardy perennial that produces
annual vines from overwintering rootstock. The primary
use of hopsisin the manufacture of beer. The hop plant
isdioecious, thatisit hasseparatemaleand femal eplants.
Only thefemal eplant producestheconesusedinbrewing.
The male plant is not necessary for the female plant to
produce lupulin. Lupulin containsthe oilsand resinsthat
give hopstheir aroma.

Female Hop Cones

Growing hopsin the northeast dates back to the colonial
era. Hopswere first introduced into Massachusetts from
Europein 1629. Commercial hopyardsintheUnited States
werereportedto havebeen establishedinNew Y ork inthe
early 1800s. Commercia hops production was pushed
westward during the 1920s by plant diseasesencountered
intheeast, primarily downy mildew. Modern hopsproduc-
tionis currently in the western United States in Oregon,
Washington, and Idaho - areas less conducive to plant
diseases of the humid east. Though commercial hops

production no longer occursin the east it is still possible
toproducehopsonasmall scaleinyour backyard. Infact,
Rutgershas successfully produced hopsinresearchtrials
incentral New Jersey.

Planting

Before planting hops you will need to spend some time
planningthelayout of your hopyard. Keepinmindthat hop
plantswill grow 15 to 20 feet high. Make sure you choose
anareawith sufficient vertical space. Hopsgrowncommer-
cialy in the Pacific Northwest are produced on a 15-foot
high trellis system. The study at Rutgers used a 10-foot
trellisto facilitate hand harvesting. For backyard produc-
tionitispossibletostring plantsfromabal cony, eves, along
afenceortoerect poleswithoverheadwires likecommercial
growers. For backyard productiontheexact heightisnot as
important as having room for the plant to stretch out. The
hop yard should be located in an area that receives full
sunlight and offers some protection from wind. Strong
winds can damage or break the plants. Also choose a
location that haswell drained soil.

Hop Trellis System
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Hop Trellis System

Hopscan be planted in the spring asearly asthe ground
can be worked and the danger of frost has passed. Hops
arepropagated fromrhizomesthat aregenerally available
from March to May. Rhizomes can be obtained through
mail order or local homebrewer supply shops. Rhizomes
should be kept cool and moist until ready to plant. It is
important to space the plantings to allow for sufficient
room to grow. Rows should be spaced about 8 feet apart.
Within each row plantsare planted in hillsspaced 2to 3
feet apart. When establishing plants, rhizomesshould be
planted two in ahill. The first season’s growth will not
yield many cones. Thistimeisspent on establishing the
crown and root system of the plant.

Training the Plants

In the spring and early summer the hop vines grow
rapidly. Theshootsor vinescanreach lengthsin excess
of 15 feet. During mid May when the young vines are
approximately onetotwofeet thevinesaretrained. The
main concern is to support the vines and prevent the
side branches from tangling. Thisis done by selecting
threeto four vigorousvinesfor training. Theremaining
vinesarepruned. Twolengthsof balingtwineor similar
cord is stretched from the overhead trelliswiresto the
ground for each plant. Thetwineisanchored to asmall
stake at ground level. The baling twine provides sup-
port for the growing plant. The three to four vines are
trained clockwisearound thetwine. Balingtwineisused
because it can support the weight of the plant and the
coarse hairs of the hop binescan grip it. The hop vines
are trained until the vines reach the top of the trellis.
Oncethevinesreachthetop of thetrellisthevineswill
produce side branches where cones will be produced.
At several points during the growing season the plants
must be pruned, astherhizomewill continueto produce
vines. Once the vines reach the top of the trellis and
begin producing side branches the lower 2 to 3 feet of
foliage can be stripped. Removal of the lower foliage
aids in air circulation and reduces the possibility of
disease. Removal of the lower leaves must be done
carefully to avoid breaking or damaging the main stem.

Watering

Hopshavealargeleaf areaand asignificant water require-
ment. The roots of the plant will not tolerate standing
water. Thisiswhy awell-drained soil isimportant. During
initial establishment, frequent light waterings are suffi-

cient. Once the plants are established hops will require
approximately 1.5" of water equivalent per week. A drip
irrigation system or soaker hoseispreferredto asprinkler
system. Thisisbecausewet foliage can encouragedisease
formation.

Fertilizer

Hops produce best on deep, well-drained soils. Soilswith
apH of 6.0to 7.0 arebest for hop production. Nitrogenis
required at arateof approximately 1501bs. per acre(3-1bs/
1000 sg. ft.). Studiesin commercial hop production areas
have shown that the hop plant phosphorusrequirement is
small. Hops produced in commercial yards typically re-
move20to 301bs. phosphorusper acre(0.51bs/1000sq.ft).
Potassiumisrequiredat arateof approximately 1501bs. per
acre(3-1bs/1000sq. ft.).

Insects/Diseases

Spider mites, leaf hoppers, aphids, Japanese beetles,
European corn borer, and hop merchant are pests that
have been encountered in New Jersey. Diseases to
which hops are susceptible, include: downy mildew,
powdery mildew, and verticillium wilt. Selection of a
disease resistant variety is the first defense against
disease. Check the catalog from the hops nursery to
determinevarietal resistance.

Harvest

Harvesting your hops will not have the benefit of the
mechanized equipment used in commercial hops pro-
duction. Y our hops harvest will be done by hand. Two
methodsyou canfollow to harvest your hopsare: to cut
the vines from their trellis when the majority of the
cones are mature. When cutting vines to pick first cut
the lower end of the vine three feet from the ground.
Thiswill help preventinjury totherootsand crown. The
second methodisto pick theconesfromthevineasthey
reach maturity. Because conesmatureat different rates
you can expect several harvests. No matter which
method you use the hops should be pruned back at the
end of the season. If you leave two or three feet of vine
they can be buried for propagating new plants the
following spring.

How doyou know whenyour hopsareready to bepicked?
Bothfeel andsmell areinvolved. If thehop coneisnotripe
it will feel soft, slightly damp to the touch, and remain



compressed when squeezed. Ripehop coneswill feel light
and dry, and spring back when squeezed. When ripe the
lupulin glands at the base of the cone petals will have a
golden yellow color and a sticky residue that is fragrant
when squeezed. Proper drying and storage is also essen-
tial for a successful hop harvest.

Drying

Once your hops are picked it isimportant to dry them to
prevent mold or mildew from spoilingthem. If you choose,
dry your hops with a food dehydrator or oven. If you
choose to use heat for drying your hops do not let the
temperature exceed 140 degrees F. Another method of
dryingistoletthemair dry. Spreadingthemevenly across
awindow screen can easily do this. The window screen
should be placed off thegroundin an areafreefromwind,
bugs and bright light. The cones should be turned once a
day. Using this method the hop cones should be dry ina
few days. How will you know when your hop cones are
ready for storage? The cones will be springy when
touched and the yellow lupulin will easily fall from the
cones. Also, the hop cone’ sinner stem will be brittleand
snap when the cone is dry.

Storage

Once your hop cones are dry they need to be stored
properly. Moisture, air, and heat will reducethequality and
freshness of your hops. Hops should be stored in acoal,
dry, and dark place such asafreezer or refrigerator. Place
hop conesin asealable plastic bag with air squeezed out.
Label and date your stored hops.

Sources of Hop Rhizomes

Freshops
36180KingsValley Highway
Philomath, OR 97370

Singing TreeFarm
1229 Snohomish, WA 98290

May Nursery Co.
212 North 3rd Ave
Y akima, WA 98901

Bluebird Nursery, Inc.
POBox460
Clarkson, NE 68629

Capitol Hop Farms, Inc.
9015 Windsor Island Rd. N.
Salem, OR 97330

Anderson's Nursery
Rt.1, Box 330, ArboretumRd.
Corvallis,OR 97330

Nichol'sGarden Nursery, Inc.
11900ldSalemRd. NE
Albany, OR97321
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