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How the Scenteds Came to Our Gardens



The popularity of the scented geraniums is well deserved. They are gregarious plants, mixing happily in the garden with one another or with other plants. They are excellent container specimens, and quite amenable to indoor life. For the most part the flowers are modest and unassuming: it is the varied textures and scented leaves of these plants that continue to charm gardeners worldwide, just as they fascinated Europeans who discovered them in South Africa in the early 1600s.


Certainly nothing like them existed in Europe, and it must have been with great glee that they were received and propagated. They were quickly identified as belonging to the Family Geraniaceae and became the “scented geraniums.” A century later, when Linnaeus, the great Swedish botanist, brought order to our understanding of the plant world, the Geraniaceae Family was divided into three genera — the true Geraniums, the Erodiums, and the Pelargoniums — and the scenteds were more correctly identified as pelargoniums.


The pelargoniums number more than 280 species and subspecies, mostly native to South Africa. Of this number perhaps 30 species are cultivated as scented-leaf geraniums. But they have crossed with one another and with other species of pelargoniums to produce a bewildering range of cultivars. There are brother and half-brothers, cousins and half-cousins.


But to this day, the bright, continuously blooming common pelargonium — a colorful addition to any window box — and its cousin, the fragrant-leafed plant, are incorrectly dubbed “geraniums.” Gardeners in England, New Zealand, Australia, and South Africa speak of pelargoniums, but here in the United States we recognize them as geraniums. As we become more knowledgeable and sophisticated about our gardening, perhaps we, too, will someday correctly refer to them as the “scented pelargoniums.”


The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were marked by expansion and adventure. Nearly every great voyage of discovery had a plantsman, or at least a learned man, aboard to observe and collect examples of the flora and fauna of strange lands. These voyages were commercial ventures; plants, sought for their medicinal properties, were profitable acquisitions. Certainly these unusual plants, which mimicked so many other known plants, must have some curative properties! And so it was that the scented geraniums found places of honor in the great botanical collections of the day.


Because they were easily propagated and their scents so unusual, the scenteds quickly became popular subjects for all types of gardens throughout Europe. They were found in both the great manor house orangeries and in cottage gardens. Although perennial in their native habitat, they could be successfully wintered over in northern Europe. Many survived on a cottage windowsill. This ability to withstand rigorous treatment made them well traveled and universally loved. They came to North America with the earliest settlers, and by 1790 colonial plantsmen listed some twenty varieties.




Lore and Facts


It was not until the medical world accepted the reclassification of these plants as pelargoniums that the search for medicinal properties ceased. A few of the pelargoniums did have some uses medicinally, but these were not the species we now classify as having a scented leaf. However, the scenteds continued to be associated with herbs.
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