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Introduction



Few flowers inspire as much rhapsodic praise as violets. Beloved for both their beauty and their sweet and gentle fragrance in the garden, they’ve also been used for centuries in cooking and as an ingredient in an eclectic range of products — from soaps and perfumes to medicinal home remedies. It’s no wonder that AnneBelle Rice of Long Beach, California, treasurer of the International Violet Society, describes herself as being “passionate” about violets.


In today’s commercial products, the natural fragrance of violet has been largely replaced with synthetic scents. Among home gardeners and crafters, however, violets have never lost their popularity. The flowers are often used as garden ornamentals. As the herbalist Maurice Messegue poetically put it, violets “show up like amethysts in the hedgerows.” In addition, for centuries people have used the fresh flowers to make delicately fragrant potpourris. And because the dried flowers retain their beautiful colors (if not their fragrance), they’ve traditionally been used for making decorative bookmarks.


The violet is also popular among creative cooks, who use the edible flowers — often in a crystallized form — on cakes, puddings, ice cream, and candy. The flowers, fresh or candied, are also used as a colorful and peppery-tasting garnish for salads and main meals.




Which Violets Have Medicinal Properties?


Viola odorata (sweet violet) and V. tricolor (Johnny-jump-up) are the two species most commonly used in herbal medicine. For the most part, it doesn’t matter whether you use V. odorata or V. tricolor for healing — they’re nearly interchangeable. There are some exceptions, however:


[image: Image] V. odorata is considered a better expectorant than V. tricolor.


[image: Image] V. odorata is recommended for chronic bronchial conditions.


[image: Image] V. odorata is said to have more pronounced effects against tumors in the lungs, throat, breast, stomach, and intestines.
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Growing Violets



The violet genus (Viola) is one of the more than 20 genera of the family Violaceae. There are more than 500 species of violets, and many more varieties. Most species of violets are native to the Northern Hemisphere, and nearly 20 percent are indigenous to the United States.


Violets are easy to recognize by their little flowery “faces” and leaves, which unroll from the base as they mature. The lobes stand more or less erect while remaining inwardly curled. The lowest of the petals has a spur, which contains the sweet perfume and nectar.




Growing at a Glance


PLANT CYCLE:


Annual or perennial, depending on species


SOIL REQUIREMENTS:


Will tolerate most conditions but thrive in deep, rich, moist soil


LIGHT REQUIREMENTS:


Shade or semishade


WATER REQUIREMENTS:


Most species prefer moist soil


SPACING REQUIREMENTS:


6 to 12 inches (15–30 cm)
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In the wild, clumps of violets grow in rich soil in shady, moist locations.


One of the most popular violets, renowned both for its aromatic beauty and its potent healing properties, is the sweet violet (Viola odorata). This rhizomatous perennial has small, heart-shaped, green leaves. It grows to a height of 4 to 6 inches (10–15 cm) and has a spread of 6 to 12 inches (15–30 cm). The sweet violet blossom has three petals on its upper side and two below. The ½-inch (13 mm) or larger flowers range in color from white and pink to pale lavender, rose, and blue-purple. Sweet violets produce a rosette of foliage from which downy runners emerge and grow along the ground. They create a springtime carpet of lovely, sweet-smelling flowers, whether in the garden or growing wild. A clump of sweet violets can live between 8 and 14 years.


Violets make a wonderful living mulch under shrubs. In the south of France, where violets are grown for their fragrance, they are planted under orange, lemon, and olive trees. They are also excellent for naturalizing under many other trees, where nothing else wants to grow.


Many species of violets will grow even on fairly steep, shaded northern slopes, and they make a good weedproof ground cover. They also make good border plantings, especially when featured at the front of the garden. Violets are suitable for rock gardens, and some, such as pansies and Johnny-jump-ups, are excellent candidates for flower boxes or container planting. They look wonderful when grown with woodland plants such as primrose, cowslip, hellebore, wild strawberry, and lungwort. The sweetest smelling of violets, of course, must be included in any fragrance garden, along with other aromatic herbs, such as chamomile, pineapple sage, thyme, rose geranium, lavender, rosemary, marjoram, rose, and lemon balm.


Care and Maintenance of Medicinal Violets


In general, V. odorata (sweet violet) and V. tricolor (Johnny-jump-up) need very little care. They’re hardy from Zones 4 through 8 and do best in shady or semishady spots. They will tolerate some sun as long as the temperatures are mild. They tolerate almost any soil but thrive in deep, moist, humus-rich soil with a pH of 5.5 to 7.0.
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