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mong the many pleasures of gardening is the stimulation it provides to each of our senses—visual beauty; the 
sounds of the breeze whispering through the foliage and the noises of wildlife attracted to garden spaces; tactile 
variety in foliage—fuzzy, sharp, or smooth; tastes of herbs, berries fruits and vegetables; and—often overlooked 

and unplanned—the enjoyment of ethereal fragrance in these special places.   
 
The perception of fragrance is a highly variable and personal one, dependent upon many variables, including an 
individual’s olfactory sensitivity to a particular scent, personal preferences, and even health status.  For example, it is my 
observation that people with long-standing nasal allergies often have markedly diminished perception of scents in the 
garden.   
 
Perception of fragrance also has emotional elements linked to scent memory, whereby encountering a particular scent 
triggers a memory and its associated feelings.  For most people, the smell of cookies baking evokes pleasant feelings 
associated with childhood memories: a loving person in a welcoming kitchen; as well as the promise of a gustatory treat.  
Likewise, garden scents can carry you down the memory lane of pleasures and emotions from your past.   
 
In the garden, scent results from the production of essential oils and related volatile substances by plant parts.  In 
flowers, fragrance is usually produced by the cells near the surface of petals, the intensity of which is enhanced by certain 
weather and cultural conditions like warmth, sun and moist soil.  The amount of scent may vary with the time of day; it 
may be fleeting and it may change over time as a flower matures.  Certain disease states, like mildew, can inhibit scent 
production.  Leaves, bark, and roots can also manufacture fragrant substances.   
 

The emission of fragrance evolved to 
serve a plant in several ways.  An 
obvious benefit is in the attraction of 
pollinators.  This explains why the 
strength of scent emissions varies and 
why it is most intense during the times 
and weather conditions when the 
preferred pollinators are most active.  It 
also explains why many winter-
blooming plants, like Daphne odora, for 
example, have an intensely pleasant 
fragrance that wafts throughout a large 
area.  Few pollinators are active in 
winter and this scent trait leads those 
few to the flower for pollination and 
reproduction.   
 
Caption: Daphne odora; non-copyrighted 
picture from the Internet.   

 
Scents may also repel certain insect 

pests from a plant.  A less obvious benefit to plants is the haze of volatile oils surrounding the scented plant, which 
inhibits moisture loss in hot climates, helping the plant survive periods of drought.   
 
Scents are more likely to occur in plants requiring an insect for pollination, and its presence is somewhat related to 
flower color.  Light colored flowers—pink, white or yellow—often have only a light fragrance since they rely on moths 
and butterflies for pollination and these insects aren’t attracted by scent.  Bees see, rather than smell, so flowers 
dependent upon bee-pollination have little fragrance.  Bees see red and green as unattractive gray, but are attracted to 
blue, purple and yellow flowers.  Bright colored flowers attract hummingbirds and insect pollinators like flies and beetles, 
so many red flowers have no scent either.  Composites and umbels, like daisies and Queen Anne’s lace, have a somewhat 
unpleasant odor to attract the flies needed for their pollination.   
 

A 



Scented plant parts have long been used to enhance the quality of our daily lives.  Sanitary disposal of garbage and body 
wastes is a fairly new development in our communities, and bathing and laundering were less frequent activities in earlier 
generations.  With the industrial revolution, noses were assaulted with a whole new set of bad smells from polluting 
emissions.  We fail to appreciate that previous generations dealt daily with lots of bad smells, and we take for granted our 
privilege of clean-smelling air inside and out.  To help make life more pleasant, it was a common practice in bygone years 
to cast herbs upon the floor, where foot traffic would crush the leaves, releasing pleasant herbal scents to mask the 
prevailing bad odors.  Similarly, we have tussie-mussies, pomander balls, potpourri, herbal amulets, and nosegays, now 
considered quaint, but once essential to counteract unpleasantness in the daily environment.   
 
Scented plants also have been used to enhance 
health and physical comfort.  We’re well aware of 
the medicinal qualities of many herbs.  However, 
studies have shown certain plant oils have 
additional disinfecting qualities.  For example, 
several plant oils have demonstrated anti-
bacterial activity.  Contact with cinnamon oil kills 
typhus germs in minutes.  Attar of roses and 
thyme oil are also strong sanitizing agents, 
stronger even than carbolic acid.  Certain plants 
produce a cooling effect.  According to one 
study, scents of rosemary, thyme and lavender 
make you feel 60 to 70 times cooler than fresh air 
alone, which is one reason they are often grown 
in walled gardens.   
 

Caption: Lavandula angustifolia ‘Munstead’, 5/11/11, 
Debbie Moore Clark.  Used with permission.   

 
There are a number of ways to enhance the intensity of fragrance in your garden.  Try to arrange your favorite plants in 
an area with calm air, so breezes don’t disperse the fragrances so readily.  If you don’t have a sheltered area in your yard, 
you can create one with hedges, walls, fences or arbors.  (The word arbor derives from herber, a place where herbs or 
fragrant plants were grown.)  Another option is to move the fragrance closer to your nose by putting selected plants in 
raised beds, in pots on your patio or in hanging pots.  Choose the plants that emit fragrance at the times of day when 
you are likely to be in the area to enjoy them.  Use low-growing herbs between stepping-stones or flowing onto the 
edges of walkways so some get crushed, releasing their pleasant aroma as you stroll your garden paths—a modern day 
equivalent to casting herbs.  Finally, harvest and preserve fragrance for winter use inside the home by drying herbs and 
flowers for use in potpourri, herbal soaps or other crafts that were developed to give soothing relief from the world’s 
coarse impositions upon the human nose.  With a little planning and effort, even the dormant garden can provide us 
moments of fragrant pleasure and the promise of a sweet new season to come.  DL   
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