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Wild Violets: Flower, Weed, Food or Gift?

Beth Doran, ISU Extension and Outreach Master Gardener

One of the first signs of spring in lowa is the wild violet, which | see as beautiful.
But, beauty is in the eye of the beholder. Some appreciate wild violets for their
colorful flowers. Others view wild violets as a weed in their lawn.

Wild violets are native to 38 states, including lowa. They are low-growing,
clump-forming plants with green, heart-shaped leaves that often cup toward
the petiole forming a funnel shape. The plants typically bloom from April to
June.

The flowers are usually blue or purple, but may be white or off-white. Once in a while, the flowers may be
bi-colored. Each flower is composed of an upper pair of petals, two side petals and one lower petal. This
lower petal serves as a “landing pad” for pollinating insects.

Violets are commonly found in moist, shady areas, but also grow very well in
flower beds and mulched areas. In smaller areas, hand digging of small clumps
is effective in removing wild violets, if the entire root system is removed.
Control of wild violets in lawns is more difficult and may require chemical
control, such as the compound triclopyr.

Some cooks view the wild violet as a test of their
culinary skills. The flowers of the wild violet have
been used in making violet jelly. However, two words
of caution should be mentioned. First, if you plan to
make wild violet jelly, use flowers only from the wild violet and NOT the African
violet. Second, when harvesting the flowers, make sure that the wild violets have
not been treated with an herbicide.

For other readers, the joy of the wild violet may be in the poetry. One of the best
known poems is: Roses are red, violets are blue, sugar is sweet, and so are you. This upcoming Mother’s
Day - pick a bouquet of wild violets, attach the poem and give Mom a hug. Happy Mother’s Day!
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