
"SCENT OF A WOMAN" AND OTHER OLFACTORY OBSERVATIONSPRIVATE 

     Remember the movie, "Scent of a Woman" with Al Pacino and Chris O’Donnel.  The plot involved an aging blind veteran whose only big thrill left in life was pursuing members of the opposite sex.  By using the sight of his young protégé and his own heightened sense of smell, Pacino endeavored to find the "perfect woman."  Her scent, or how she smelled, was a key factor in Pacino's selection process. 

    In nature, more often than not, smell is also the primary stimulus in the complex "mating game" of most species.  Perhaps this is true because it was among the first of the special senses to evolve among primitive organisms.  Initially a tool for finding food, olfaction (the technical name for our sense of smell) later became more discriminating, sensitive and useful for such things as defense from predators and finding mates for sexual reproduction.

    In our species and other closely related primates, this sense of smell is not so keen (e.g.  the nose of a bloodhound has 4 billion olfactory cells vs. 12 million in humans).  In our case acute, binocular, color vision has proven to be more valuable than sensitive olfaction, hence our reduced nose size and loss of extensive surface areas of olfactory receptors in the turbinal bones of the nasal cavities.  Our flat faces give us the best forward binocular vision of any species and yet the worst sense of smell in the animal kingdom, with the possible exception of whales.  Porpoises and Dolphins apparently have no olfactory system at all.  Small wonder!

     Yet, even with our greatly reduced sensitivity to the smells around us, humans are still able to discern among 10,000 or so different odors.  Of the 5 special senses (actually 6 counting equilibrium and balance), only the sense of smell directly stimulates the more primitive parts of our brain, the limbic system.  It's here that we also find the origin of our emotions like love, fear, anger, etc.  That's why such powerful emotions and primitive feelings can be triggered by just a whiff of a particular fragrance.  Calvin Klein and Liz Claiborne try to evoke love and passion with their perfumes and their profit margins suggest they're not far off track.  Recent experiments have confirmed that even among humans mate selection is scent related, and, as in nature, the female gender usually does the selecting.  

     However, for truly amazing tales of scent detection we must regress back a little to the canine family.  Gus, a Labrador retriever that helped me through my college years, provided many examples of supreme olfactory ability.                                   As with all dogs, olfaction was his forte.  I won a fifty dollar bet once on this ability.  Ralph was a retired professional golfer living in a house trailer next to the Cosmic Ray Laboratory in the Sacramento Mts. of New Mexico.  One morning I heard the swish, click and zinggggg of golf balls being hit of a tee.  It was Ralph disposing of some worn out range balls by driving them off into the wild blue yonder above the Lincoln National Forest from an altitude of 10,000 ft. and down a slope of about 30 degrees.  That's steep!  

     Add to that the thin air (2/3 that of sea level), well, those golf balls had a hang time of 10 seconds and were probably traveling close to a half-a-mile before dropping into the thick forest canopy hundreds of feet below.  I jokingly suggested that Ralph shouldn't pollute the forest that way and maybe he'd like my dog, Gus, to fetch a few of those balls he'd fired off.  "The Hell you say,"  Ralph replied, "You don't really mean that do you?"

When I told him that I could also have Gus retrieve only those golf balls worth retrieving, well, the bet was on.  

     Ralph selected a nice Titelist red 4, teed her up and fired away.  But before he did I took the ball, showed it to Gus so he knew which ball to look for, and handed it back.  Gus didn't see the ball leave the tee, but when I gave the command, off he walked (unlike most labs he never really liked retrieving) disappearing into the thick timber below.

     When Gus returned about an hour later with the titelist red 4, Ralph was not impressed.  But then he examined the ball for some small, inconspicuous, identifying marks that evidently only he knew about and his jaw dropped.  "Well I'll be ....!  How'd he do that?      "You made one mistake Ralph.  You let me touch it, the ball I mean."  My scent and the fact that all mountains have upslope breezes in the morning, well, the bet was a cinch.  All Gus did was follow his nose to the scent's source, a red titelist 4.


Below are some photos of Gus from 1982.  He is showing off one of his many disguises setting behind the wheel of a 1952 Willis Jeep.  Notice the propeller and turkey foot hood ornament.  Gus and I cruised the woods in pursuit of my thesis species, the Merriam’s Wild Turkey.
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