A PINT OF THE BEST
Jan Vaughan

M

icro-breweries are springing up all over and

that's good news for gardeners who like a
pint of best bitter at the end of the day. Now
that's something you may not have known
about me, but did you know that these small
businesses may also provide a valuable resource for
the garden?

Major breweries usually sell their large quantities of
spent hops commercially and they are turned into
proprietary manures, with added fertiliser. However,
you may find that a small brewery will be grateful to
have this waste product taken away.
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Spent hops are the residue left when the hops have
been soaked in water to extract the acids and oils that
give beer the bitterness as well as flavour and
stability.
Hops, of course, are the cone-shaped
flowers of the female hop plant, Humulus lupulus, and
have been used in brewing for hundreds of years
(Hildegard of Bingen, in the 12th Century, is often
cited as giving the earliest record of their use).

The nutritional composition of spent hops is minimal,
with just a few percent of nitrogen and phosphate
and a trace of potash, but I find them an ideal
addition to a mulch to lighten and add humus
to my thin, stony soil. I use hops with a mixture
of my homemade compost (which is inclined to
be rather wet and heavy from two plastic
compost bins) and partially decomposed
shreddings, as on their own the flower husks are
very light and papery, either blowing about all
over the garden or providing the blackbirds
with entertainment as they scatter them in the
pursuit of tasty grubs.

Spent hops are ideal for
alleviating heavy soils

Spent hops are naturally slightly acidic, so bear
this in mind perhaps if you use them on the
vegetable garden. I should also warn you to
make sure you've got a waterproof lining for
your car boot, as a bag of spent hops contains
about 75% water and if a bag spills or leaks,
your car will smell rather boozy!
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