
Native Plant of the Month—Bee Balm  

(Monarda didyma) 
 

By Sue Gwise, Consumer Horticulture Educator & Master Gardener 
Coordinator 

There are several species and many cultivars of ‘monarda’. Popular in 
perennial gardens, colors range from pink and purple to white. Our native 
monarda has red flowers and is referred to by several common names. It is 
most often called ‘bee balm’ as the crushed leaves were used as a salve to 
soothe bee stings. Another common name is ‘Oswego tea’. The Oswego tribe 
used it to make a tea, which was later adopted by early settlers since 
traditional tea (Camellia sinensis) was in short supply. Also called ‘red 
bergamot’, it is used as a flavoring in Earl Grey tea. Whatever name you use, 
the scarlet blooms resemble a burst of fireworks in woodland edges with 
moist, fertile soil. 

The square stems of bee balm remind us that it is in the mint family. The 
crushed leaves have a light, minty scent. The striking color attracts the eye, but 
gardeners also favor the plant because of its benefits as a wildlife species. It is 
especially good at attracting large numbers of native bees along with 
butterflies and hummingbirds because of the nectar in the flowers. What we 
see as a ‘flower’ is actually a flower head composed of several tubular flowers. 
Insects with long tongues and hummingbirds are able to access the nectar at 
the base of each flower. 

With a height of three feet, bee balm blooms from mid-summer until fall. It 
prefers full sun or light shade. Relatively carefree, the only issue associated 
with bee balm is a fungal powdery mildew. This can be controlled by planting 
in an area with good air circulation and not too much shade. When irrigating, 
water early in the day at the soil level- try not to wet the leaves. 

Like similar aromatic herbs, bee balm is moderately resistant to deer browse. 
Used as a treatment for sore throats, we now know that it contains thymol, an 
antiseptic compound that also deters deer. 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  
or jefferson@cornell.edu.  

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 

Monarda didyma in a woodland 

setting. 

The flower head resembles a spray of 

fireworks. 
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