
August 2018  - Vanilla 
 
Since we discussed ice cream last month, I thought it appropriate to discuss America’s favorite flavor; 
vanilla.  Chocolate is a distant second.  In fact,  vanilla is reported to be the world’s most popular aroma 
and flavor.  Vanilla is the only fruit-bearing plant of the orchid family. 
 
Long ago, vanilla was used for medical purposes, such as nerve stimulants, but this is highly 
questionable.  I would not put any credence behind such medical claims.   
 
BOTANY 
 
Vanilla grows as a vine.  The flavor comes from compounds in the fruit which results from the pollination 
of the flower.  Pollination is the transfer of pollen from the male part of a plant to a female part of the 
plant which results in fertilization and the production of seeds.  Pollen, a powdery substance in plants is 
used to transfer male genetic material.  Vanilla flowers are hermaphroditic, which means they contain 
both male and female parts.  They cannot self pollinate, and reportedly, the only natural pollination 
occurs by the Melipona bees, although this is arguable.  Most vanilla is artificially pollinated by hand, as 
this technique was introduced in the 1800’s to aid in commercial use.  Nearly all of the vanilla produced 
commercially is hand-pollinated. 
 
The food science literature states that less than one percent of vanilla flavoring comes from the actual 
vanilla flower.  This is because vanilla is one of the most labor-intensive, expensive spices in existence.  It 
ranks only behind the spice, saffron in cost.  Because of these factors, the food industry uses vanillin to 
substitute for real vanilla.  Vanillin is an organic compound that is the primary component of the extract 
of the actual vanilla bean, which is the fruit of the plant.  This synthetic is used more than natural vanilla 
as a flavoring agent.  Food scientists discovered how to derive vanillin from less expensive sources which 
include substances found in clove oil, lignin and wood pulp.  Put simply, vanilla is the plant and vanillin is 
one of many compounds that comprise the flavor we recognize as vanilla.  The artificial vanilla extract is 
essentially composed of the same compounds as the actual vanilla bean.   
 
It seems interesting to me that with all the flavors that exist in the world, today, vanilla is still, by far 
number one.  For that reason, I thought it worth a discussion. 
 
Thank you. 
 
Dr. Steve 
 
 
 


