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Perk up your perennials in June

BY ADRIAN HIGGINS
THE WASHINGTON POST

For beginners, one of the
daunting aspects of creating
flower beds is the idea that
you have to stake perennials
as they grow. You stake
vampires. Perennials? This
was the standard advice de-
cades ago and driven by the
idea that everyone had to
have an herbaceous border
of lanky perennials, annuals
and biennials; that it had to
be camera-ready at any mo-
ment; and that the gardener
was free to spend several
hours each day grooming
and propping up stalks as
they grew.

Modern life — and the
modern garden — doesn’t
work that way. Today,
plants have to take care of
themselves, and plant breed-
ers have responded by devel-
oping perennials that are
more compact, self-support-
ing and longer-flowering.

One example is the Deca-
dence series of false indigo,
which grows to just 3 feet,
about two-thirds the size of
the species plant, Baptisia
australis. Another is coreop-
sis or tickseed, a golden-
flowered perennial that hy-
briders have worked to
strengthen by shortening.
Phantom is a dwarf variety
of Joe Pye weed.

This isn’t to say that flop-
py perennials aren’t still a
problem — they are, espe-
cially in a wet spring like the
one the mid-Atlantic has
had. But there is a way to ad-
dress this with a minimum
of work. Simply, the garden-
er cuts back the wayward
plant by one-third to a half
before flowering, a technique
that produces bushier re-
growth from side shoots.
This results in more flowers,
if slightly smaller ones. The
pruning also delays blooming
by two or three weeks or lon-
ger, which isn’t necessarily a
negative. Not every perennial
is a candidate for this, and
you can wreck a season’s
show if you pick the wrong
plant. Generally, perennials
that are multistemmed and
bloom from midsummer on
are ideal subjects.

In Britain, the technique

is called the Chelsea Chop
because it is done around
the time of the famed Chel-
sea Flower Show, held re-
cently in London. The same
timing works in the mid-At-
lantic and is particularly
relevant this year because
the incessant May rain —
more than 5 inches in total
— coincided with the main
spring growth spurt of these
perennials, elongating the
growth.

In my garden, I could see
two perennials heading into
the red zone on my mental
flop-o-meter. One is a large,
shrublike plant named the
bush clover (Lespedeza
thunbergii). It grows to
about 6 feet, and its arching
stems are full of small pur-
ple blossoms in late sum-
mer. But without the chop
— let’s call it the Spring
Snip — the bush clover is a
splayed beast that pros-
trates itself before the lawn
mower. Cut back now, it
produces a tight fountain of
blossoms in September. The
other perennial in need of a
chop is the mountain fleece
(Persicaria amplexicaulis
Firetail), which produces
crimson bottlebrush blos-
soms from July until De-
cember, but the broad stand
collapses without spring-
time help. (Wheat farmers

call this collapse “lodging.”)
Both are about half the

mass they were a few days
ago. As a matter of routine, I
do the same to my Russian
sage or perovskia plants, and
to my caryopteris, some-
times called bluebeard. My
Joe Pye weed gets chopped
back, too, by at least a half
— don’t cut any of these back
to the ground, by the way.

Instead of spending hours
neatly trimming with hand
pruners, I use a sharp pair of
hedge shears. This gets the
job done in minutes with
fingers away from blades,
and while the resulting
stubs are not pretty, the cuts
are hidden by new growth
within two weeks.

You could do the same to
asters and other late-season
composites such as chrysan-
themums, perennial sun-
flowers and heliopsis. Al-
though more of a shrub, the
buddleia or butterfly bush
benefits from an early-sea-
son chop, and when I grew it
I used to prune the bushes
back at least twice before
July to encourage a bushier
habit. Garden phlox is an-
other candidate.

A reader asked me in the
midst of the wet weather
what to do with his achillea,
which was about to bloom
but was beaten down. Often

a flattened perennial will
spring back once the weath-
er dries. I said that if it
didn’t pick itself up, he could
cut it back — some varieties
can rebloom with a ven-
geance later in the season if
cut back, though not in
every year.

It would have been smart
this year to trim back the
new spring growth of cat-
mint in late April or early
May because unpruned
plants are now looking pret-
ty rangy in bloom. It’s point-
less to attend to them now
— the bees need the pollen
and nectar — but as soon as
the flowers fade, I would cut
back the catmint hard. The
result will be a tidy plant by
late summer that may offer
some fresh blooms. More
importantly, it will look
compact, clean and minty
fresh in September.

While trimming
caryopteris to the size of a
basketball, it occurred to me
that this could satisfy the im-
pulse of those folks who have
to turn viburnums, azaleas
and other foundation shrubs
into gumballs. The
caryopteris will soon revert
to something looser, but for
the first half of June, at
least, you would feel like the
master of the universe, or at
least King Louis XIV.

A late-spring trim of the right plants avoids summer droopiness
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This hummingbird and butterfly garden wildflower mix features assorted nectar-produc-
ing annual and perennial varieties, such as larkspur and cosmos.

‘Very hot’ drinks
may cause cancer
Health study finds coffee safe

BY ARIANA EUNJUNG CHA
THE WASHINGTON POST

If you’re like many Amer-
icans who enjoy a cup of joe
in the morning, you’ll be
happy to know the World
Health Organization re-
leased its long-anticipated
report on coffee, and its find-
ings bode well for your
health.

In reviewing the most re-
cent scientific evidence over
the past 25 years since its
last analysis on the matter,
the WHO concluded that cof-
fee should no longer be con-
sidered a carcinogen and
that it may actually have
positive effects for your
body when it comes to two
types of cancers: liver and
uterine cancers.

Now before you start or-
dering that second steam-
ing cup, it’s important to
know the WHO report
wasn’t all good news. There
was another significant
finding: “Very hot” bever-
ages “probably” cause can-
cer. This is mostly based on
studies related to the con-
sumption of a traditional
drink called mate or cimar-
ron in South America,
where the tea can be taken
at temperatures around 158
degrees Fahrenheit. That’s
significantly hotter than
people in North America or
Europe usually consume
their drinks.

The findings were pub-
lished in The Lancet Oncol-
ogy on Wednesday.

“These results suggest
that drinking very hot bev-
erages is one probable cause
of esophageal cancer and
that it is the temperature,
rather than the drinks them-
selves, that appears to be re-
sponsible,” Christopher
Wild, director of the Interna-
tional Agency for Research
on Cancer, said.

In a conference call with
reporters, Wild and other of-
ficials were unable to quan-
tify the risk — “We can’t put
a number on it at this stage,”
they said — but they had
some practical advice for
people who consume hot
beverages.

“Certainly wait a few
minutes more before drink-
ing your drink,” the IARC
said.

The decision to reclassify
coffee is a major victory for
the industry, which has
been aggressively lobbying
for such an action. For orga-
nizations, such as the WHO,
that are charged with pro-
tecting the public’s health,
it’s often politically trickier
to say a product causes no
harm than to say a product
causes harm — even for one
as beloved as coffee. In the
United States, when a fed-
eral advisory committee is-
sued recommendations re-
garding the Dietary Guide-
lines for Americans in 2015
and said coffee could be
part of a “healthy diet,”
there was a significant
backlash. The new U.S. rec-
ommendations, officially is-
sued in January, say that
up to five 8-ounce cups per
day is fine.

The National Coffee As-
sociation cheered the WHO
finding, pointing out that
it’s the first time a food-
stuff or beverage has ever
been positively reclassi-

fied by the scientists.
“Coffee drinkers have

known for a long time that
their go-to beverage is a
super food,” association
president President Bill
Murray said in a statement.
“Today we can brew or buy
a cup with even more confi-
dence thanks to science.”

“More confidence” are
the key words here as sci-
ence is a moving target, es-
pecially in terms of food, as
bodies making recommen-
dations about what people
consume have tended to flip-
flop in recent years.

The WHO working
group said it reviewed
more than 1,000 studies in
humans and animals in
making its decision and
that there was “inadequate
evidence” for the carcino-
genicity of coffee drinking
overall. It noted that epide-
miological studies men-
tioned no impact of coffee
drinking, specifically on
cancers of the pancreas,
prostate and female breast.
Reduced risks were seen
for cancers of the liver and
uterine endometrium. For
more than 20 other types of
cancer, the evidence was
inconclusive.

Although the WHO’s cof-
fee decision was carefully
thought out and involved
countless hours of research
by some of the top minds in
nutrition science, you
should keep in mind that it’s
just a snapshot in time in
terms of what we know. Re-
member that meat was once
thought to be good and im-
portant for your health, but
the WHO told us last year
that it thinks hot dogs and
bacon cause cancer and red
meat “probably does,” too.
Many other changes have
taken place over just the
past few months: Cholester-
ol, the boogieman of our
diets since the 1960s, sud-
denly became less harmful
in January when the new
Dietary Guidelines for
Americans came out — as
did salt.

The coffee issue is also
far from definitively re-
solved. Early work shows
there may be at least one
location in your genes that
may determine whether
you process caffeine quick-
ly or slowly and that there
is a roughly 50-50 split
among humans. That has
led some experts to wonder
whether a general rule
about the good or ill effects
of a food means anything to
individuals.

“A one-size-fits-all recom-
mendation for coffee won’t
work. Some people just
can’t tolerate it,” Marilyn
Cornelis, a Northwestern
medical school professor,
said at the time.
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A hot cup of coffee is
served at Cafe Olympico in
Montreal, Canada.

Solar phone charger helpsmigrants in Greece
BY KAROLINA TAGARIS
REUTERS

LESBOS, Greece — For
refugees and migrants stuck
in Greece, a smartphone is a
lifeline — as long as its bat-
tery lasts.

But access to electricity
can be hard to find in over-
crowded camps, nor is it al-
ways free in cafes where
young and old crowd togeth-
er over a socket, waiting
anxiously to phone home.

A team of students from
Edinburgh University is
hoping to change that, hav-
ing designed a mobile phone
charging station powered
only by the sun — some-
thing Greece has plenty of.

They have installed two
units in camps, each config-
ured to generate electricity
for 12 plugs an hour using
solar energy alone, provid-
ing free power to as many as
240 people per unit each day.

The idea was borne out of
a visit last summer of one of

the founders, 20-year-old Al-
exandros Angelopoulos, to
the island of Samos, one of
the entry points into Europe
for nearly a million people
fleeing wars and poverty in
the Middle East and beyond.

Hundreds arrived on its
shores each day, soaked
and exhausted from cling-
ing onto rubber boats from
Turkey. Relieved to have
made it, they snapped self-
ies. Others logged on to
messaging applications
and Google Maps to plan
their onward journey to
northern Europe.

“People started asking for
my phone to call family and
to use the internet,” Angelo-
poulos said. Often, they
were stranded at the port
sharing one plug.

“We just wanted to make a
positive contribution to local
communities through renew-
able energy,” said co-founder
Samuel Kellerhals, 21.

The first two units of Proj-

ect Elpis — which means
“hope” in Greek — were de-
signed and built with the
help of Greek solar technol-
ogy company Entec. The
pair said they had to over-
come red tape along the way.

Now, another three units

are in the works with money
raised through crowdfund-
ing, a method of generating
funds from a large number
of people via the internet. Its
founders hope to reach as
many of the dozens of camps
around Greece as possible.


