Scarlet Bee Balm
(Monarda didyma)

3-4’ x 2-3’ clumps of upright branching stems. Can spread
moderately into colonies from vigorous, shallow, slender,
creeping underground stems.
Status as CT native: some references on native plants state
Monarda is native to New England, and other references dispute
that. The plant, a member of the mint family, was originally
found in Oswego, New York, by eminent 18th century botanist
John Bartram.
Found in moist areas in open woods, thickets, meadows, by
streambanks, bottomlands, seepage slopes, and woodland borders.
Clusters of brilliant 2-4” tubular, two-lipped, bright scarlet-red
flower heads, crowded in a ring forming dense tousled globes
atop 2-4’ stems. Every flower head has a broad whorl of showy
red-tinged leafy bracts beneath. Several weeks of bloom JulyAugust. One of the few red flowers native to the northeast.
Pleasantly aromatic 3-6” deep-green serrate heart-shaped leaves.
The strong stems are square, like most members of the mint family.
Sun to dappled or semi-shade. Semi-shade is preferred in hot sites, though
flowering will be sparser.
Moist well-drained soil that doesn’t dry out is a necessity. Sand, loam, or clay.
Prefers moisture retentive fertile soil with organic matter. Mulching with
organic material can preserve moisture.
Options for coping with spreading: 1. Plant in a meadow or naturalized area,
preferably with other vigorous natives like Goldenrods, Asters, Switchgrass,
Culver’s Root, Ironweed, etc. 2. The shallow underground runners are easy to pull
up, and is best accomplished in the spring when little leaves emerge, before runners
lengthen. You can also sever the perimeter with a shovel. 3. Remove seed heads.
Options for coping with powdery mildew: 1. Maintain good moisture for the plants,
not allowing to dry out. No overhead watering. 2. Site where there is good air circulation, and thin out the plants. 3. Divide in spring or fall, every 2-4 years, which is
easy with Bee Balm. This prevents overcrowding, slows spreading, and allows for
removal of the center, which dies after a few years. It’s easy to shovel up the shallow
plant, discard the center, and replace with a healthy portion or two. 4. Remove diseased leaves when you see them. Plants tend to die back after flowering. Cut the plant
back, gather foliage fallen to the ground, and discard, so spores do not overwinter.

A colorful shapely plant for meadows, naturalized areas, and in
wildlife, streambank, and cottage gardens. In these areas, Bee
Balm’s spreading ways may be an asset. Beautiful in perennial
borders, but requires more maintenance there. Good cut flowers.

Culinary history: Oswego Tea, brewed by Native Americans from the
leaves, used as substitute tea in New England after the Boston Tea Party.
The leaves, with their mildly fruity aroma, are also used in beverages,
and with macerated with fruits and desserts. Flowers are edible too.

Stream buffers.
A premier pollinator plant, especially en masse.
Special Value to Bumble Bees.
Special Value to Native Bees, including Cuckoo, Mason, Mining,
and Sweat Bees.
Nectar is very attractive to Butterflies and Moths, including
Fritillaries, Swallowtails, Monarchs, Buckeyes, Red Admirals,
Hairstreaks, and Clearwing and Sphinx Moths.
Larval host to Hermit Sphinx and Orange Mint Moths.
Hummingbirds are especially attracted to the red flowers.
Flowers are pollinated primarily by Ruby-Throated Hummingbirds.
Attractive to seed-eating birds.
Foliage unpalatable to deer and rabbits
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