DRY HOPPING RECOMMENDATIONS

I used to think it was best to leave the dry hops in the beer as long as possible, but I found that after a while more aromatics escape from the beer and into the air than enter the beer from the hops. What I now do is wait until the beer is done fermenting and then add whole hops directly into the fermentor. I then wait 7-10 days and rack the beer out from under the hops into the bottling vessel (usually another glass carboy) on top of the priming sugar. 

Why not dry hop at pitching time? Three reasons. First, if you use the blowoff method, either the hops will clog the blowoff tube or the kraeusen will pump hops out of the fermentor and into the blowoff vessel, which will give your blowoff a nice hop nose but which won't do your beer any good. Second, when carbon dioxide actively bubbles out of the green beer it takes with it dissolved gases (like excess oxygen) and other aromatics (like hop aromatics). (For this same reason, if you're adding fruit to your beer, I recommend that it not be added until the really ferocious fermentation is over.) Third, it's safer to wait until fermentation is almost finished to minimize sanitation worries. 

Won't the dry hops introduce all kinds of nasties into my beer? Many brewers that I've talked with have been hesitant to try dry hopping because of fears of infection. It took me a long time to convince myself to dry hop (I, too, was afraid of contamination). Eventually, three things got me to try it. First, if you wait to dry hop (as I suggested above), the beer has very little sugar left, quite a bit of alcohol, and its pH has dropped, making the environment relatively inhospitable to unwelcome visitors. Second, the boiling and flavoring hops have some antibiotic effects. Third, what self-respecting yeast or bacterium would live on hops? Hops are completely different from grape skins or a cup of raspberry juice in that they have no nutritional value. I suspect that hops would carry no more microbiota than is present in the area in which they've been stored (the dust in the bottling area is just as likely to infect your beer as the dry hops). 

Should I use whole hops or pellets or plugs for dry hopping? Since I've started adding dry hops only during the last 7-10 days before bottling, the question of hop form has become less of an issue, but in my experience whole hops tend to float for a long time, making it easier to rack (siphon) the beer out from under them. The one time that I used pellets to dry hop, they began to sink to the bottom of the fermentor after about a week. After about two weeks, virtually all of them were at the bottom of the fermentor and were being covered by dormant yeast (where I doubt they continued to contribute anything to the beer). I suggest using whole hops if you have the choice, simply because I've found that dry hopping with whole hops makes it easier to rack than does dry hopping with pellets. Plugs are simply compressed whole hops and are equivalent to whole hops in the context of this discussion. Because they tend to be fresher than regular whole hops or pellets as a result of their packaging, plugs would tend to contribute more bouquet by weight than either pellets or whole hops. 
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