AFRICAN VIOLET GROW HOW Linda Temple

The first two of the twenty species of African Violet, genus Saintpaulia, were collected in the northeast province of Tanzania in 1892 by Adalbert Emil Redcliffe Le Tanneur von Saint Paul-Illaire. In the hundred and some odd years since their discovery, they have become one of the most popular houseplants in the world giving colour and pleasure to their legion of growers.

Successful African Violet culture is fairly easy provided that you can provide the following: 

Light

These plants thrive in bright light with no direct sun except for the darkest months of winter when they can be place in a south facing window. Otherwise, an eastern or western exposure is best. If a southern exposure is all that you have, they can be grown behind a sheer curtain or on a stand a meter away from the window. Remember to give your plants a quarter turn clockwise once a week to insure even growth.

For those who have fluorescent lights at their disposal, plant growth lights are the best but very expensive. A cheaper form of light and just as good for the casual grower is a combination of cool white and warm white tubes used in a 1 to 1 ratio. Whatever tubes you choose to use, the plants should have between 14 to 16 hours of light a day, with the longer hours been used to stimulate flowering. As the light intensity varies along the length of the tube, being at its highest in the centre and less at the ends, so plants that need the greatest amount of light such as variegated and lighter green leaved violets should be grown in the middle of the light garden. The height of the lights above the leaves of the plants is also important. Leaf cuttings, plantlets and miniatures should be placed 15 to 20 cm from the tubes while full-sized plants should be 20 to 25 cm below.

Temperature

These plants like a temperature of 22°C to 24°C during the day and 20° to 21°C at night. Variegated plants like to be kept slightly cooler with a daytime high of 21°C so grow them nearer the floor.

Humidity

In our dry winter indoor climate, a proper degree of water vapour in the air is an important consideration when growing plants. Ideally, Violets like a 40 to 60% humidity but will do nicely if grouped together on a pebble tray. This is simply a plastic tray with 2.5 cm of small stones or marble chips placed in the bottom. It is then filled with water so that the water level is just below the top of the stones. The water vapour that results from the transpiration of the plants combined with the water evaporating from the pebble tray forms a humid microclimate around the plants. Good air circulation is a must to prevent problems such as mildew but keep the plants out of both hot and cold drafts.

Potting

Since most African Violets die because of over watering than from all other causes combined and because they tend to have a rather srmllow root system that does not use the whole depth of a standard container, use an azalea style pot instead. That is a pot that has a depth equal to three quarters the diameter of the top. The soil that you use to pot up the Violets can be any commercial A.V. mix, soilless mix or combination of the two so long as it is open and free draining with a slightly acid pH (6.4 to 7). The size of pot you use will depend on the size of plant you have but for judging the rule of thumb is that the pot should be 1/3 the diameter of the circle of leaves. Be sure to place the plant in the centre of the pot so that the bottom leaves can lie level with the rim. Fill the pot with s9il so that the soil is 2 cm below the. rim of the pot. This will allow you to fill in with soil if the neck of the plant becomes long. Repot plants every 6 months to a year. An interesting method of growing these plants is called Texas-​style potting. It involves placing 3.75 cm of perlite in the bottom of the pot before potting up normally. The pots are then placed in saucers that are 5 cm larger than the diameter of the pot and have .6 cm of water and dilute fertilizer mixture in them. More of this mixture is added every 5 or 6 days to keep the level topped up. This way the plants are watered and fed as they require.

Fertilizer

A good 20-20-20 or a 15-30-15 fertilizer used at l/4 strength on every or every other watering provides the food necessary for growth and flowering. To prevent the build up of harmful salts flush water through the soil once a month until it runs clear,

Water

Use water that has been allowed to stand in an open container for 24 to 48 hours. This allows some of the additives to gas off and the water to warm to room temperature. Never water with cold water as this shocks the roots and if it is splashed on the leaves will cause spotting. If leaves become wet from watering, blot them with a tissue and keep the plant out of the sunlight until it is dry. This is but a very short course on Violet culture for there is many aspects that could be delved into to a greater degree but I hope it will be of use.

Propagation

Any leaf to be propagated must be recut on an angle with a sharp edge (not scissors). Place the leaf in small pot with wet vermiculite or pro mix or perlite. To keep it wet during the first week, the pot could sit in l/4" of water. Or put all in a plastic bag without the water, Continue. to grow until you see new plantlets sprouting (1-2 months). Be patient you cannot rush perfection.

Divide the plantlets when you can safely handle them. Do not separate the variegated varieties when they are still all white as t~ey need chlorophyll (green) to sustain them. Pot the new plantlets in your regular potting mix, feed regularly. Remember to use l/4 strength with every watering and every 4th water use fresh water to leach out accumulated salts. Under ideal conditions your leaf cutting should be blooming in 6-7 months. Remember growing them is half the fun.

