SCENTED PELARGONIUMS
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Oak-leaf Geranium

These plants are commonly referred to as "scented geraniums" in North America. Botanically speaking, they belong to the species known as pelargonium and are referred to as "scented pelargonium" everywhere else outside of North America.

There are more than 280 species in this group and only about 30 species are cultivated as scented geraniums. These plants were some of the wonderful discoveries brought back from commercial voyages in the 17th & 18th centuries to Europe where they quickly earned a place in gardens especially when they could be kept on the window ledge through the cold winters. They were brought to North America with the pioneers in 1790s. Over the next 100 years the scented cross bred both by themselves and on purpose to the point where no one could recognize varieties or classify them.

In the 1940's a group met to establish criterion to classify the scenteds based on scent, leaf shape, foliage colour and texture, and flower shape, colour and reproductive parts. However, it was discovered that the same plant grown in containers and in the garden will exhibit different growth pattems and colouration, and different types of soil will also produce differences in the same plant. Imagine the confusion!

What has evolved is the following six groups based on scent: rose, mint, fruit, pungent spice and other.

1. 
The rose scented, the largest group, are characterized two distinct triangular leaf patterns: one lobed, Pelargonium capitatum; the other is deeply cut and open, P. graveolens. These two species are the source of most hybrids.

2. 
The mint or peppermint-scented group is characterized by large, hirsute (fuzzy) leaves and named P. tomentosum, because of their woolly texture. This group has a spreading habit and grow best in mottled shade.

3. 
The fruit-scented group has distinct types: citrus (largest group) is characterized by shrubby habit and serrated leaves which can be light or dark green or variegated. This group contains some very old varieties, P. X nervosum, the lime geranium; "Mabel Grey" is lemony and has a light green leaf; "French Lace" has a variegated leaf and has been grown for over a 100 years. Other fruit scenteds are apple, P. odoratissemum, meaning very fragrant; and two strains of "Old Spice", one appley and the other nutmeg-like.

4. 
The pungent-scented group are almost all P: querifolium or oak-leaf shaped. Some think they smell more eucalyptus-like, others say pine. This group blooms profusely, hybridizes easily and has distinct colouration in its leaves.

5. 
The spice-scented group contains few but very recognizable members, P. fragrans, or nutmeg geranium. Also included are P. X nervosum 'Torento', ginger scented; and "Apple Cider", a spicy apple scent.

Here are a few uses of the scented geraniums:

- 
a definite plus in the border with their variations in leaf texture, shape and colour, e.g. oak-leafed, hairy and varigated leaves; "Scarlet Unique", blood red flowers with silver green foliage

- 
plant at the edges of walkways or garden's where their scent is released when brushed against

- 
under shrubry, especially using the shade-lovers that spread

- 
in containers to vary textures

- 
as topiary and standards because they are fast growing, e.g. P. citronellum "Mabel Grey"

- 
as bonsai because some have shrub-like forms that can be trained, and they over-winter indoors; because of their small leaves and woody stems "Southemwood", "Fingerbowl", strawberry and nutmeg are good candidates

- 
in potpourri and other crafts such as paper making where their leaves add bulk and scent to the paper - in cooking, e.g. rose geranium jelly; place a lemon-scented leaf in the bottom of a pan before cake batter is added; sorbets, syrups, butters, sugars, teas and a lemony leaf in a fingerbowl.

Scented pelargonium require sun (a few do well in the shade). good drainage, rich soil (lots of organic matter for water retention), and fertilizer just like the zonal geraniums. Growing naturally in rocky crevices, their fleshy roots seek water and food, so water deeply as they have few feede.r roots near the soil surface. Winter over indoors in your best light (west/south window or under lights) to have strong plants to transplant outside after frost in May. It takes 15 weeks for bloom-bud to form so don't pinch to severely in the spring. A dose of iron chelate in August three weeks before takings cutting produce strong cuttings that root well. Propagate the same as zonal geraniums. These plants are susceptible to the same pest and diseases as zonals, so remember healthy, well-grown plants are better able to withstand pests and diseases. Discard any plants that become black or soft, or have leaves that wilt or look dark, or look diseased in any way. Praying mantises really are attracted to the scented-geraniums.

Richters Herb catalogue list 50 different scented geraniums almost all are sold as plants as they do not come true from seed. However you can still grow them from seed and you might end up with the next hot item in the world of scented geranium (pelargonium).
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