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More sudden than fossil or 
feather or driftwood burl on 
a desk, the sprig’s scent con-
jures a dear place and time, 
jump-starting memory like 
satiny wildflowers chanced 
upon between book pages. 
Call it scent nostalgia, aro-
matherapy for the home-
sick. Outside, leaden winter 
prevails with the dearth of 
smells symptomatic of that 
season’s deprivations. There, 
the olfactory monotone of 
old snow reigns supreme. 
Vapors carry scent molecules 
that move more freely and 
in greater quantity in warm 
humidity than in cold, dry air. 
But knowledge of the facts 
does not make such absences 

easier to bear.  
 We are predominantly 

visual beings, underestimat-
ing or taking for granted 
what the nose knows until 
a head cold or exotic virus 
leaves us not blind, not 
deaf, not mute, but—what? 
There’s simply no word (or 
solace) for impairment of 
smell. Moreover, our descrip-
tions of scents lack refine-
ment, suggesting disinterest, 
a focus elsewhere, or inade-
quate training. 

Unlike the rest of sen-
sory input, scent impulses 
bypass the thalamus, flitting A  S P R I G  F R O M  A  C R EO S OT E  B U S H  infuses the steam in our 

shower stall with notes of the western Grand Canyon: 
tarry, resinous, bitter but rich. I carried it carefully wrapped 
in my luggage the last time I returned to the Subarctic 
from my former home, the high desert Southwest.

A WHIFF OF NOSTALGIA IN ALASKA
by Michael Engelhard

THE SWEET SCENTS 
OF HOME

E S S A Y

Above: Alaska prickly rose 
(Rosa acicularis). Right: Wildfire 
outside of Fairbanks.
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straight to the brain’s centers 
for emotion, decision-mak-
ing, memorization, and nav-
igation, where they coalesce 
into “odor maps.” Scents can 
teleport us across space or 
time. When I travel south 
from wintry Alaska in a 
jet’s stale interior—a pres-
surized climate bubble like 
those cored from a glacier—
Phoenix welcomes me as 
soon as the cabin door opens 
with a cocktail of heady par-
ticulates as if to a different 
season.

After 25 years in the North, 
I can tap into a file of site-spe-
cific odors and complemen-
tary memories: Freshly split 
spruce. Stinkweed’s sting in 
a steambath. A dwarf lupine 
field in the Arctic Refuge—
like wading knee-deep 

in perfume. Piney whiffs 
from Labrador tea crushed 
underfoot on the tundra. 
Strengthened by recollec-
tions as much as by Earth’s 
components, I am deeply 
inhaling their essences, trying 
to safeguard each one. 

At the opposite end of 
spring’s floral awakening lin-
gers the rot of deciduous fall, 
the putrescence of stranded, 
spent salmon, the sweet 
stench of walrus or whale 
melting on Nome’s drift-
wood beaches.

Scents ground us in 
nature’s cycles, in death and 
rejuvenation.

Scents adhere to us even 
bodily: fetid river muck or 
mud glazed by tides. Have 
you ever boarded a plane 
outbound from rural Alaska, 

smiling at the smoked-
meat haze from hunters’ 
campfires?

Each scent of a treasured 
locale evokes an embrace, a 
friendly hand on the shoul-
der at least. Even outhouse 
interiors braided with ciga-
rette smoke connote rustic 
life, cabin stints in the black 
spruce. (The odor weakened 
during cold snaps, when 
frost furred the walls with 
sparkling sequins.) Except 
for the reek of Cordova’s can-
nery, which taints the whole 
town with seal’s breath, and 
the old library’s unwashed-
socks aroma, I’ve stored few 
stinkers. DEET, which I once 
licked off a girl, resurrects 
that affair’s bitterness. The 
charred-barbecue pall tick-
ling bronchia in Fairbanks 
more frequently now is 
another I could do with-
out. It connotes our flamma-
ble summers—and upwind 
Canada’s—as unambigu-
ously as the veiled, claus-
trophobic non-view from 
atop College Hill. In my 
once-again hometown, I 
often sense wildfires before 
they visibly thicken the 

atmosphere.
Biologists have long 

researched geographic bou-
quets, quilts of fragrances 
clueing some creatures’ way-
finding. A citrusy tang wafts 
around crested auklet rook-
eries; both males and females 
emit octanal, a compound 
also found in tangerines, 
which serves as a mate attrac-
tant and possibly, mosquito 
repellant. Ants put down 
scent trails. Pigeons, petrels, 
bees, and possibly bears and 
mice use odor maps of their 
neighborhoods to return to 
dens or nests. With nostrils 
at the base of their beaks, 
puffins zero in on their col-
ony from almost 500 miles 
away. Similarly, some Eskimo 
campsites inhabited over 
centuries developed distinc-
tive smells, which hunters 
could latch onto and follow 
on approach. Bears chemi-
cally mark trees as signposts 
and also have scent glands in 
their feet. In Nome, Alaska 
Fish and Game plants sticks 
drenched with grizzly urine 
(available online as “predator 
pee”) to shoo muskoxen off 
the runway. 

SCENTS REVEAL THE HIDDEN AS 
MUCH AS THEY RECALL THE NEARLY 
FORGOTTEN: GAMINESS BETRAYS 
OUT-OF-SIGHT CARIBOU TREKKING 
UPWIND OR SOMETIMES HANGS  
IN THEIR WAKE; MUSK SPELLS A  
WEASEL IN THE BUSHES OR  
MARMOT UNDER ROCKS. 
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An olfactory prompt 
by a beloved location—a 
waterfall in Utah’s Wasatch 
Mountains fragrant with 
mosses and columbines—
led a University of Wisconsin 
biologist to discover how 
salmon “smell” home in the 
water. Imprinted in their 
youth, mature salmon get 
reeled in by a stream’s unmis-
takable chemistry, the “scent” 
of their natal waters. Smell 
and taste, of course, overlap: 
to be tasted, a substance has 
to dissolve in a liquid. To a 
forager, his diet must appear 

map-like or mythical, with 
each flavor and congruent 
scent bound to a place of 
origin.

“For many animals, scent 
is the primary window to 
the world,” Bernd Heinrich 
writes in The Homing Instinct. 
It orients us too. Our ances-
tors heeded the dinner bell 
of ripe or fermenting fruit. 
A dash of decay warned 
of meat spoilt. Scent still 
bestows survival benefits, as 
it did in our species’ past. A 
few people can smell griz-
zlies in nearby brush, but I 
have to watch caribous’ body 
language for reassurance. 
They can sniff out lichen 

under five feet of snow, and 
when they are at ease—
heads down, grazing—so 
am I. 

Scents reveal the hidden 
as much as they recall the 
nearly forgotten: Gaminess 
betrays out-of-sight caribou 
trekking upwind or some-
times hangs in their wake; 
musk spells a weasel in the 
bushes or marmot under 
rocks. Once, at the end of a 
10-day trip on the Noatak 
River, the sea announced 
itself to me through a breeze 
redolent of sex long before 
the first gull had winged in 
overhead. 

Unlike signature sounds 

currently studied, scents-
capes remain a sadly 
neglected aspect of place. 
We take pictures, record sea-
shores or birdsongs, but 
depend on a spoken or writ-
ten archive for scents. Scents 
need the storyteller, the 
writer, to endure, to blossom, 
to have their praises sung.    

The author regrets that 
Fairbanks winters deprive 
him of nature’s scents. He 
compensates by baking  
cookies and bread, by  
grinding coffee and  
simmering stews.

Above: Stiff red ribbon kelp 
(Palmaria hecatensis).


