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GARDENING FOR THE SENSES!
by Cecile Garrison, UC Master Gardener
I had some Lemon Thyme that was getting too comfortable in my garden to the point where it was
almost out of control and overtaking pathways, flowers and ornamental grasses in a bed near the
driveway. It smells heavenly when you touch it or walk through it and totally enhances the flavor of
baked chicken. I gave away a bunch of the aggressive groundcover, but could not bring myself to throw
the rest in the compost. I decided to make a pathway with it in my future wildflower garden. It is
extremely tough, drought tolerant, pest resistant and will take light foot traffic. It is evergreen with
tiny flowers twice a year. It gets six to eight inches tall. It can be mowed with a mower or weed-eater
or trimmed with scissors.
While transplanting the thyme to its new location, I was reminded of the importance of adding plants to
the garden that are not just pleasing to the eye, but ones that smell good, feel good and rustle in the
breeze. And so, another idea for a garden plan popped into my head: I need a “sensory garden!”
Actually, all flowers and plants appeal to one or more of the senses of taste, touch, sight, hearing and
smell. It just seems that we tend to choose plants too much on sight.
Flowers are beautiful but the silhouette of a mature crape myrtle or Japanese maple tree when they
have lost their leaves in the winter is also quite pleasing to the eye. I try to have color all year by
choosing perennials, annuals, and bulbs with long growing seasons or those that self seed, (you have to
remember I have a large garden space that I like to fill with plants). Cosmos, Shirley poppies, zinnias,
lantana and dianthus are a few of our best producers. Of course, it’s hard to beat the beauty of a
perfect rose.
In addition to the lemon thyme for fragrance we also have the herb rosemary, which also smells
wonderful when touched. We have a Chocolate Mint (Mentha piperita) and yes, it does smell just like
chocolate mixed with peppermint, but it has been banished to a rock garden where it cannot invade
other beds. Also on my list are pineapple and orange mints, but these I’ll grow in elevated containers
near the pathways. All mints are aggressive spreaders and can wear out their welcome in a hurry, so
you want to contain them right at planting. Scented geraniums (cranesbills, not the common
pelargonium) and heliotrope are also to be included. I’ve had trouble growing heliotrope successfully,
but I want to try it one more time. It smells like vanilla.
Currently the most fragrant plant we have is a large bush called sweet olive (Osmanthus fragrans). Its
delicate apricot-like aroma literally floats through the air and stops you in your tracks! We have a bush
in three locations to increase our enjoyment.

A beautiful sunflower invites you to touch its soft petals. Lamb’s Ears (Stachys byzantina) and Dusty
Miller (Senecio cineraria and Centaurea cineraria) are two plants which are silvery in leaf color and soft
and pleasing to touch. Lamb’s ears (another mint family member) also spreads readily by seed, but
“Silver Carpet” does not produce flower spikes and is slightly less vigorous than the common species.
When visitors run their hands over the soft feathery plumes of the various ornamental grasses, there
is a visible relaxation and wonderment in their facial expressions. The rustling and swaying of the
grasses in the breeze is also awesome to observe!
For more sound effects use a quiet trickling fountain. Mine is in the fern garden adjacent to the patio
and there is a large fountain in the lawn area along the driveway. Birds utilize these fountains for
bathing and drinking and add their voices to the sounds of the water. You haven’t really lived until you
have felt and heard a hummingbird buzz by your ear going ninety miles an hour. We encourage those
beauties with sugar water feeders year round.
Don’t overlook the sense of taste. Along with the usual fruits and vegetables, there are lots of other
treats. Strazberries (a cross between a raspberry and a strawberry) are planted in with the flowers.
They are sweet but slightly tart. I can’t wait to find out if the chocolate nasturtiums have a chocolate
flavor. Some nasturtium leaves and flowers have a peppery taste and can be used in salads.
Next spring I plan to incorporate even more herbs for taste and smell in my sensory garden. Many are
perennial and so very easy to grow and most attract beneficial insects and butterflies.
And so for me it’s been “another day, another garden focus”. Plan at least a small corner of your yard
for a “sensory” garden and enjoy the beauty, smells, taste, touch and sound of all Mother Nature has to
offer.

