
Monarda - A New World Herb 

 

Monarda, also known as bee balm, horsemint, oswego tea and bergamot, is native to North 

America and is a genus of flowering plants belonging to the mint family, Lamiaceae.  Because of 

its fragrance, it’s sometimes confused with bergamot orange (Citrus bergamia), the herb used 

in Earl Grey tea.  This North American genus was named for Nicolás Monardes (1493-1588), a 

physician and botanist from Seville, who wrote a book in 1574 describing plants of the New 

World.   

There are many species of Monarda, but all have square stems with serrated leaves.  All have a 
distinct aroma of mint when the leaves are crushed.  In the wild, flower colors include red, pink, 
and light purple.  The red Monarda or Monarda didyma is most commonly referred to as bee 
balm. The wild flowers are single, but some cultivated forms have double flowers. They are 
hermaphroditic, with male and female structures in each flower.  

Butterflies, hummingbirds and bees all visit Monarda.  Most of us plant it in gardens to attract 
wildlife and to provide a naturalized border.  Virginia native M. fistulosa is a larval host to the 
Eastern Swallowtail and the Great Spangled Fritillary butterflies.  Deer and rabbits tend to avoid 
Monarda. 

Bloom time in Virginia begins in late spring and extends through mid-summer.  Monarda thrives 
in sun in moist but well-drained soil in USDA Zones 6 through 9.  Growing to the height of 20–90 
cm (8–35 inches), Monarda species include both annual and perennial herbaceous plants.  It 
spreads by rhizomes and self-seeding. 

Powdery mildew, particularly in crowded gardens with poor air circulation, can be a problem 
for stressed plants. 

Uses 

Native Americans used Monarda to treat wounds and soothe throat infections.  A tea made 
from the leaves was used as a stimulant.  It was also used as a treatment for headaches.  It was 
sometimes used to season wild game, particularly poultry.  

The leaves contain thymol which today is an active ingredient in many mouthwashes. 
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Several species, including M. fistulosa and M. didyma, have a history of use as medicinal plants 
by many Native American tribes  The Blackfoot used the antiseptic quality of the plants for 
poultices in skin infections and minor wounds.  

It was used to help with stomach and bronchial illnesses as well as a carminative herb to 
prevent excessive flatulence.   

Native Americans in upstate New York taught the early settlers how to brew a tea from the 
leaves of M. didyma which the settlers drank as a replacement for black tea when it was scarce 
and in protest of the British tea tax. 

The common name bee balm references the plant’s value in attracting bees and from common 
folklore that the crushed leaves can be applied to soothe bee stings. 

There are over 50 commercial cultivars with colors ranging from dark red to lilac.  As with many 
hybrids, these aren’t as hardy as the native cultivars.  Some hybrids have been developed to 
produce high levels of essential oil for use as flavoring or in medicine.  

Varieties in Eastern North America: 

M. citriodora – lemon beebalm, lemon-mint - southern United States, northern Mexico 

M. clinopodia . – white bergamot, basil beebalm - eastern United States, especially  
Appalachians 

M. didyma . – Oswego tea, scarlet beebalm, fragrant balm, mountain-mint - eastern United 
States, Appalachians, eastern Canada 

M. fistulosa  – wild bergamot, mintleaf beebalm, horse-mint, purple beebalm - widespread 
across most of United States and Canada 

M. media – purple bergamot - Ontario, eastern United States 

M. punctata – spotted beebalm, dotted monarda, horse-mint - Quebec, Ontario, eastern and 
south-central United States, California, northeastern Mexico 

Sources: 

The Virginia Wildflower Organization (www.virginiawildfower.org) 
Virginia Native Plant Society (www.vnps.org) 
www.PlantVirginiaNatives.org 
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