
Welcome to the Great Glasshouse Sensory Trail 
 

All the plants in the Great Glasshouse come from some of the planet’s most endangered 
habitats – those which have a mediterranean climate of moist, cool winters and hot, dry 
summers.  

Only 1.7% of the Earth’s surface has this type of climate.  

 Yet it is home to over 20% of all known flowering plant species 

 It occurs on western coasts of Australia, South Africa, Chile, California and 
across the Mediterranean Basin 

 Habitats in these areas are as threatened as tropical rainforests.  

 
Now follow the numbers on the map to find some of the most aromatic plants in here. 

 
Start your tour in the Mediterranean Basin area (1) as this has many familiar strong-smelling herbs.  
Whilst you sniff the air we’d like to tell you a little about plant smells.  
Plants are scented for different reasons - perfumed flowers attract pollinating insects, and smelly leaves 
deter hungry animals & insects.   
All plant smells and flavours exist because of the presence of essential oils - they are also called volatile 
oils as they can diffuse through the air.   
During hot, still summer days, plants keep cool by evaporating these oils instead of water.    
 
Arabian doctors were the first to discover how oils could be produced by distillation. Now humans across 
the world love essential oils for their smell and usefulness. 

Look for Lavender (Lavendula spp.)  (1)   

A hundred years ago a nasty accident led to a fascinating discovery. In the southern 
French town of Grasse, chemist René-Maurice Gattefossé set his arm on fire. He thrust 
it into the nearest cold liquid he could find - a vat of lavender oil. He immediately 
noticed the pain relief was greater than previous burns he’d suffered. Later he happily 
observed how the wound healed remarkably quickly with little discomfort or scarring.  

He coined the term aromatherapy to describe this phenomenon.   

And so this alternative medicine, that uses essential oils, was born.  

 

BE CAREFUL! 
Some leaves or branches have sharp tips or edges. 

Some plants defend themselves with poisons, stings and irritants – so please don’t eat anything. 
If you rub the leaves, avoid putting your fingers in your mouth, nostril or eyes until you have washed your hands. 
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Lavendula stoechas 



 

 

Now look for Rosemary (Rosmarinus spp.) (1) 

200 years ago in Marseille, four thieves did the unthinkable. They stole from the 
dead bodies of plague victims. How did they dare to do it? 
They rubbed themselves in a potion known as ‘Four Thieves Vinegar’. This was 
made up from garlic with rosemary, lavender, sage and spices suspended in 
vinegar. It was said to have protected them from infection.   
 
When plant material is boiled in the process of distillation, both essential oils and 
water are driven off.  When the vapour is condensed the valuable essential oil is 

extracted leaving a finely perfumed water.  One of the most famous perfumed water is Eau de Cologne.  
Invented in the 18th century its aroma comes from a mixture of rosemary and citrus plants distilled 
together.   
 

Whilst in the Mediterranean section look out for cistus (Cistus spp.). These low 
shrubs can cover whole hillsides around the Mediterranean Sea.  Their stems exude 
a sticky resin called ladanum which has a rich, long-lasting ‘musky’ aroma.  Prized 
for centuries, it still commands a very high price because it can prolong the life of 
perfumes.  

 
Now go along the path into South Africa. A little way along to the left, and look for 
Pelargonium papilionaceum (2) 
The lemon-scented leaves of this shrub-sized pelargonium are rich in oils that discourage 
grazing animals but are attractive to humans.  Its essential oil has been used in tests for 
curing digestive problems.  
 
Now go to the end of the path and turn left. Half way down the 

incline, on the right, you will find red boronia Boronia heterophylla (3) 
Gently rub the soft stems of this Australian shrub to release its strong scent.  In 
spring you can see its delicate flowers which have their own lighter aroma.  Used by 
flower arrangers it is now grown for its essential oil which is used in the drink and 
food industry for its citrus-flavour. Chemical solvents are used to extract oil found 
only in the flowers.  

Follow the arrows on the map to California. Halfway along, on your left, you 
will find - Californian sagebrush Artemisia californica. (4) 

The origin of the word ‘perfume’ comes from the ancient practice of burning 
fragrant woods.  Some Native America tribes bundled together dried aromatic 
herbs, like the sagebush, and let them smoulder to enhance rituals and 
healing.  
 

Now follow the arrows on the map to Chile. En route, you should come across 
aromatic varieties Hakea, Acacia & Boronia. When deep into Chile, sniff the air.  
 
Does the smell here remind you of anything?   Most people think it smells of 
curry. Curiously, it comes from the decaying fallen leaves of this ñipa tree, 
Escallonia illinita (5).  Other parts of the living tree are rich in sweet smelling 
resin which has been extracted for use in perfumes.  

 
There are other aromatic plants in the Great Glasshouse, many smelling for just a few 
glorious days. In spring, the heady scent of Canary whin Teline stenopetala (6) can 
fill the whole Glasshouse. 

 
 

We hope you’ve enjoyed this trail.  
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