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GOOD SCENTS

f all the body’s faculties, our sense of smell is

surely the least appreciated. Helen Keller, whose

own nose was so acute she could perceive a

coming rain, poignantly called smell “the fallen

angel” of the senses. Even an average nose can detect the

scent of just a few stray molecules skittering into the air—a

feat unequaled by the most sophisticated machines. Smell is

almost completely responsible for the sensation we call

taste. And one whiff can recall the past so vividly, it can
bring tears to our eyes in a Proustian rush.

Despite its impressive powers, researchers have ignored
the nose for most of this
century, as if it were
somehow impugned by
the bad odors it could de-
tect. But now our sense of
smell is enjoying a come-
back that would have
thrilled Marcel Proust
himself. It has led to a
new understanding of
smell’s long-baffling fun-
damental chemistry and
of its important connec-
tions to health, nutrition,
psychology and —as re-
searchers zero in on that
olfactory holy grail, the
human pheromone — sex.

Given all the activity, it
is fitting that the most dra-
matic discovery has been
the genetic proof that
Homo sapiens was de-
signed as a virtual smell-
ing machine. Linda Buck,
Ph.D., and Richard Axel,

decades ago. Researchers speculate that this startling
associative power is a holdover from the days before we
had language, when, as one scientist puts it, “memory
came in the form of odors, not words.” You needed total,
immediate recall when the scent of a hungry tiger sudden-
ly wafted your way.

The female sense
Of the two genders, women have the more sensitive
noses, probably because their prehistoric ancestors de-
pended on aromatic clues in evaluating prospec-
tive mates. “The female
could smell if a man was
healthy, his dominance
status and what kind of
food he’d been eating,”
says Charles J. Wysocki,
Ph.D., a biopsychologist
at Monell. Most animals
can do no less, and some
primitive peoples are still
remarkably smell-depen-
dent. Tribesmen in Pa-
pua New Guinea, for
instance, expect their
wives to be able to iden-
tify all of their family
members and their neigh-
bors solely by smell.
Smell is still critical
to life, even in advanced
societies. It alerts us to
spoiled food or poison
gas, and it is, in large
part, responsible for our
sense of taste. Rather
feeble organs, our taste

M.D., molecular neurobi-
ologists at Columbia Uni-
versity, have identified
several hundred genes,
each of which dictates in-

Inside the nose, odoriferous molecules from the onion hit smell recep-
tors and set off an impulse that travels along nerves connected to the
olfactory bulb, bypasses the higher processing centers of the cortex
and zips directly to the smell sensory center, which is part of the more
primitive limbic system. Spared filtering by the cortex, smell generates

buds can distinguish
only four flavors—
sweet, sour, salty and
bitter. Smell provides
the nuances that make

dividual smell receptors —

and marvel at the possibility that more than a thousand will
ultimately be found. “An unusually large amount of the
human gene pool is devoted simply to smell,” says Beverly
Cowart, director of the Taste and Smell Clinic at the
Monell-Jefferson Taste and Smell Center.

With more than 6 million smell receptor cells, our
noses can distinguish 10,000 different smells. Much
information processing is done by the olfactory bulb on
the roof of the nasal cavity deep inside the nose itself.
From there, the results are fired directly to the brain’s
limbic system, which is the seat of memory and emo-
tion, bypassing any higher-order cognition. Thus the
scent of rose-hip tea can trigger a full range of emotions
associated with a languid tryst one rainy afternoon two
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a reaction that is more emotional than intellectual.

all the difference. As we
chew, we send little puffs of the food’s aroma to the
back of our mouths and up to the smell receptors.
Without smell, apples would be indistinguishable from
onions, and a cup of the most heavenly mocha java
would taste like bitter hot water. Susan Schiffman,
Ph.D., professor of medical psychology at Duke Uni-
versity, has taken advantage of smell’s contribution to
taste by producing a food-flavored nasal spray to help
dieters curb the urge to eat.

Scientists are only now beginning to uncover the more
subtle effects of smell on society. Women who live
together, for example, will find that their menstrual cycles
become synchronized over time, a feat most likely ac-
complished by smell. And smells identify us. We all emit



a genetically encoded “odor print™ that is as distinctive
as our fingerprints. (Only identical twins smell alike.)
Babies and mothers can recognize each other by smell.
Possibly, this smell bond is love.

“Our sense of smell keeps us responding to environ-
mental clues, including those from the opposite sex,”
says Dr. Wysocki. “Smells from one individual can shift
the hormone levels in another. So it may be that when we
talk about a couple having a certain chemistry, we are
really talking about smells.” As it is, every lover knows
what it is to treasure the scent of a loved one. One of the
things about my wife that I find most endearing is that she
wears a shirt of mine to bed whenever I spend a night
away from home.

Mood-altering odors

Of all the senses, smell is the most naive. With every
breath, smells enter our bodies without much interfer-
ence from our minds. While a vast vocabulary has been
developed for the other senses, a smell is identified
rather stupidly only by its source —be it fish or talcum
powder. Perhaps because they are so elemental, smells
have long been believed to have unique access to and
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influence over our subconscious. The field is known as
aromatherapy, and some of its claims have a distinct
witch-doctor quality: that the aroma of myrtle can ward
off epilepsy, or that the smell of oranges can conquer
depression. While such notions have their place in
folklore, precious few of them have passed any scien-
tifically designed double-blind tests.

In the past few years, however, scientists associated
with the Fragrance Research Fund in New York City
have labored to dispel the tincture of quackery that has
clung to aromatherapy by creating a new term, aroma-
chology, to describe their pursuit of scientific proof for
the powers of aroma. Under the fund’s aegis, some
substances have indeed been shown to have mood-
altering capabilities: The vanilla-like smell heliotropin,
for instance, is relaxing; jasmine and peppermint perk
people up. As a result of such studies, heliotropin has
been used to calm patients undergoing stressful Mag-
netic Resonance Imaging scans.

The Japanese firm Shimizu, which exports many of these
fragrances to the United States, deploys a woodsy scent
described by one executive as “an aromatic Quaalude”
to soften the mood in the banquet room at its headquarters.
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GOOD SCENTS

Dr. Schiffman has found that eau de chocolate-chip cook-
ie reduces aggression in subway cars, and when Alan R.
Hirsch., M.D., neurological director of the Smell and
Taste Treatment and Research Foundation, tested the
effect a floral scent had on the urge to buy, he discovered
that shoppers under its influence were prepared to pay
$10.33 more for a pair of Nikes. Finally, there is, in
Japan, a brand of alarm clock that sprays a jet of a
flowery scent before the alarm goes off, so that sleepers
can awaken feeling peppy. Some companies pipe a similar
odor into offices to improve productivity.

Despite the aroma-chology stamp of approval,
doubters remain. Susan Knasco, Ph.D., an environ-
mental psychologist at Monell, suspects that mood
scents work no better than mood music, which has been
found to irritate nearly as many customers as it attracts.
“Individual preference can be pretty wide,” she says.
Wysocki, her colleague at Monell, believes that the
tremendous associative power of individual aromas re-
duces the likelihood of their having any universal ef-
fects. He points out that a woman who first smelled a
rose on a walk through a garden with her mother will
feel very different about a rose fragrance than a woman
who first smelled a rose at her mother’s funeral. In one
study, those who were led to believe they were exposed
to unpleasant odors (but really were not) reported more
health problems — usually mild complaints like head-
aches and eye irritation — than those who, through sug-
gestion, thought they were exposed to a pleasant lemon
scent. “It’s not the odor, but the association that does
it,” says Dr. Knasco.

Other psychologists have made use of the associative
properties of individual smells to provide customized
therapy. Schiffman, for instance, has anxious clients
relax during therapy while smelling an apricot. If they
should start to feel tense outside of her office later, they
can recapture that relaxation by taking another whiff of
the apricot. Schiffman also uses certain smells to pro-
voke happy memories that might be therapeutic. After
his wife died, one patient couldn’t bring himself to go
out with other women again because he had such a bad
feeling about dating. The perfume of an old girlfriend,
and the great memories of their romance it evoked,
broke the spell. Schiffman has also used various homey
fragrances — roast beef, Christmas tree, apple pie —to
help patients more fully recall their childhoods.

The smell of love
While fragrances carry individual associations, phero-
mones have effects that are species-wide. Pheromones
are very specialized olfactory substances produced by
most animal species to communicate sexual receptivity,
territorial rights and social status. They are particularly
important in regulating reproductive behavior in most
mammals. This may account for the age-old search to
identify one that works on humans. While Wysocki is
markedly skeptical of the capacity of fragrances to alter
(continued on page 207)
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don’t guarantee that the arom?
oft these ancient remedies will

he herbs for these aromatherapy potions can be
found at herb stores in most cities, and herb
stores, believe it or not, are listed in most Yellow
Pages. Your basic ingredient is water or ethyl
alcohol (96-percent), which you can get from any
pharmacy. If the alcohol is too strong, try vodka or corn schnapps. In
most cases, use enough liquid to almost fill a 10-milliliter, or one-
quarter-ounce, container. You'll also want to have on hand jojoba
wax and one or two oils: apricot-kernel, sweet-almond and soya.
The following recipes are meant to be used as incense or in
aromatherapy lamps, which can be found in New Age boutiques or
health food stores.

Unfortunately for the uninitiated, there are few rules for mixing a
good scent. It's largely a matter of individual taste. One exception is
the ratio of ethyl alcohol or vegetable oil to the rest of a recipe. For
example, you'll use 60 drops of scent for 10 milliliters of alcohol.
Always shake any mixture thoroughly before you test the scent.
Then, be prepared to experiment: You'll probably have to try a little
more of this, a little less of that, before it’s perfect.

Use care when handling essential oils, as they can irritate skin.
If pregnant, consult your physician before dabbling with aroma-
therapy. Of course, you should never drink any of these sub-
stances. Finally, never put essential oils on any direct heat source
such as a light bulb—it could explode. Keep them in beautiful
bottles and simply remove the lid when you need the benefits of
their power.

From Wonnestunden by Gisela Krahl and Andrea Riepe. Copyright © 1990 by
Rowohlt Verlag, Reinbek bei Hamburg, Germany. Reprinted with permission.
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GOOD SCENTS

(continued on page 186)

moods, he is “fully open-minded”
about the existence of human phero-
mones. If humans don’t have phero-
mones, he says, “they would be a
major exception to the rules of evolu-
tionary biology.” Although there’s a
smattering of research that suggests
he may be right, nothing definitive
has emerged. For example, a mam-
malian pheromone recently isolated
from the barnyard pig that induces
SOwWs to assume the mating position
appears to have an effect on human
females as well. When a synthetic
version, called Boarmate, was
sprayed on a chair in one dentist’s
office, it caused women to cluster
around a little closer. Still, no one
really expects to find a pheromone
that would cause humans to start cop-
ulating with strangers in the street.
“The effects are going to be extrem-
ely subtle,” says Wysocki. “Not a
reflexive thing, more a modifier.”

A firm called Erox recently an-
nounced that it has located a human
pheromone, which it is preparing to
market next year. According to
Erox’s founder, Kevin McCarthy, the
potion was discovered “by serendip-
ity.” In laboratory tests, it caused
men to feel “self-confident,” women
“warm and relaxed,” and both gen-
ders to perceive a special “open-
ness” —to each other, presumably.
When McCarthy smelled it, the sub-
stance put him in “a very good
mood.” Possibly because he could
smell the money in it.

Smell, in fact, may be the only
sense left that hasn’t been fully ex-
ploited commercially. The possibili-
ties are vast. As cultural norms
change, so do associations with par-
ticular odors, opening up opportuni-
ties to create whole new connections
with new aromas. Dr. Hirsch points
out that only older Americans still
associate individual smells with their
sources in nature. To the generations
born since World War II, lemon
means lemon cleaner, pine evokes
furniture polish, and mint is a breath
freshener. But perhaps that is only
appropriate. After all, a smell is only
a memory. [J

John Sedgwick's work has appeared in The
Atlantic, GQ and Esquire.

-

h UL

I hear ya! and MiniMax are trademarks of Aiwa America Inc. © 1992

Heard about our break-
through in space technology?
The Aiwa 11" MiniMax™
everyone else’s yardstick.

NSX-330

For your nearest Aiwa dealer call, 1-800-BUY-AIWA

PERSONALS

(continued from page 161)

accomplished plenty. Only after he'd
passed another round of interviews and
Annette had consulted me did she pro-
vide him with my name and number.

I wish I could have been there in the
room to see Ron’s face the day he came
back from lunch to find the message
from Annette instructing him to call
me. Because when he read the name on
his message pad, it was more than
dimly familiar to him. Nearly 20
years before, when he and I were just
19, he’d read my first book and, smit-
ten with my photograph on its cover,
sent a letter to me at the college where
I had briefly been enrolled as a stu-
dent. The letter came back to him
with the news that I had since with-
drawn from school.

Not surprisingly, Ron had met and
been involved with numbers of other
women in the two decades since writ-
ing that letter. But he had never mar-
ried, and he wasn’t sure he’d ever truly
been in love.

One night last October he drove the
two hours from Boston to my door.

Since then I have stopped looking at
the personals. I call this a committed
relationship, which to me means not
that it’s without difficulties, but that
each of the two people involved has
sufficient stake in what we have that
we're willing to work very hard at un-
tangling problems when they arise.

When my children asked where I
met Ron, I told them. (Just as I did two
years ago with Bill.) I'm encouraged to
speak openly about the personals just
because some people are apparently
shocked by the concept. What does it
say about our society that so many of
us feel reluctant to admit we want love?

Answering the personals is nothing
to be ashamed of. All of us possess the
ability (but not all of us make use of it)
to shape our destiny rather than pas-
sively let life have its way with us. I
want my children to grow up knowing
that if you aren’t satisfied with the way
things are, you have the power to change
your life. You need to figure out what
you're looking for, to begin with. Then
you have to articulate it. If you're look-
ing for a used car or an apartment, it
makes sense to read the ads, or run one.
No reason I know why the same rules
shouldn’t apply to love. []
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