Tidying by pruning

Tidying and trimming the herbaceous bed is barely
considered pruning, but to most intents it is: the
same principles are involved of removing unwanted
pieces and redirecting growth. First of all, many
herbaceous plants, flowering and cropping, can
benefit from having their young shoots thinned. You
get fewer, but better spires of plants, such as
delphiniums, if you limit the number of shoots per
clump. Potatoes produce much the same weight of
crop from five stem haulms as three, but the three
have fewer, bigger tubers that are better for baking
and chipping.

More akin to real pruning is the revoltingly named “Chelsea chop.” At
the time of the RHS Chelsea Flower Show in London, England, on
the cusp of spring and summer, you cut back hard young shoots of
most later-blooming herbaceous plants, delaying their flowering and
producing a better, more multi-headed show. Deadheading spent
flowers where seeds or fruits are not wanted makes sense for
herbaceous plants as for shrubs, as nutrients are saved for growth
and flowering. The herbaceous tribe also need an autumn trim to tidy
up their decayed leaves or stems; some, such as hemerocallis,
almost disappear, leaving a neat crown, but many leave a thicket of
died-back stems. Traditionally these were pruned off at ground level
for neatness, however, it is better to prune them off at a hand’s width
from the ground as the stubs protect the crown, catching leaves and
soil, and also mark the crown in case of snow or for when applying
mulch. Herbaceous trimmings are mostly thin and soft enough to be



added to the compost, though they can be bundled into wildlife
nests.

Short-lived perennials, such as wallflowers, live longer and flower better
the following year if promptly deadheaded



