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DECK: The Demeter Fragrance Library celebrates 10 years in the beauty business, adding home scents, candles and soap to their already burgeoning line of oddly average scents
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Sometimes, Christopher Gable will be shopping or banking or running other quick errands in close proximity to his Manhattan home when people randomly approach him and tell him he smells like dirt.

"Oh sure, absolutely," the fragrance maker admitted during a recent phone interview, laughing in spite of himself and offering a few bits of anecdotal evidence. "It happens a lot and I absolutely love it when it does."

That's because his "smell" isn't dirt in the grimey, "three-days-without-a-shower" sense of the word. Instead, it's the fresh outdoorsy aroma you might have smelled before, possibly at the age of 12 or 13 when you were playing a sandlot game of baseball in your best friend's backyard. And it's something the young entrepreneur and his former business partner created and bottled themselves.

"It's a very specific idea," Gable continued. "I grew up in New Jersey where my grandfather had a farm. They'd start plowing the land somewhere around April 10. I can still vividly remember the scent of the earth being turned.

"When we drove by those fields," Gable continued, "you'd get a little whiff of last year's corn stalks and, not to sound too corny, but there was also this smell which was like the promise of the coming year. That's what dirt is all about."

And that's what the entire Demeter Fragrance Library is all about too. The apothecary-styled perfume/cologne collection, which was launched 10 years ago, is still a staple in the fragrance industry. New product additions and a somewhat newfound cult following have recently brought new life to the ever-increasing line of average smells.

ORIGINS

"We wanted to develop a line of scents that you couldn't get anywhere," Gable said about the origins of his product, which he developed with fragrance guru Christopher Brosius. "And we wanted to be very, very specific about it as well."

For Gable, that meant telling it like it is. The pair named the line Demeter after the Greek goddess of agriculture, fertility and rain. The original six fragrances were launched to smallish rave reviews in 1994 at a time when other "down to earth" fragrances were beginning to enjoy a bit of popularity.

"At that time there were a number of scents like 'earth,' 'rain' and 'woods,'" Gable noted. "It was the 'in' thing to do. But we didn't want to just do another version of what was selling at the moment."

So instead of just jumping on the bandwagon, the perfume creators decided to use their line of scents to bring people back to a certain point in their lives and recreate certain memories through fragrance. One of their biggest marketing strategies was being straight forward in the naming process.

"We called dirt dirt," Gable said. "Not earth or anything else to fancy it up. And I think that was important."

FRAGRANCE FAMILY

And the idea just grew from there. Gable and his business partner developed the fragrance line on the basis of grocery store products in a luxury setting.

After the original six fragrances were created, (the premier line included Grass, Lavender, Tangerine, Cucumber, Dirt and Tomato) Gable and his staff worked consistently on bottling unisex cologne sprays with an average, everyday flair.

Today the Demeter Fragrance Library consists of close to 200 scents. And Gable said there are more than 1500 other fragrances currently in the works.

His favorite scent is Beet Root.

"It smells like having pulled the beets right out of the ground," he said. "It's dirty and sugary and just a little bit tangy. It's like no other scent on the market."

But that's how much of the Demeter line goes. The tomato scent, Gable explains, is the whiff of August air emitted when you're actually plucking the vegetable in a fresh field.

"It's almost like the oil that you get on your hand when you're picking the plant," he said.

The company has recently been working on a gasoline fragrance, an odd blend that was actually born out of several requests from Demeter's female devotees.

"It's not the scent of sticking your nose in a gas can," Gable said. "It's more like the scent of having just pumped a tank full of your own gas. When you're off driving through the country and you stop to pump gas there's this wonderful smell that lingers on your hands and the tips of your fingers. A couple of miles down the road from the station, you're like 'Ooh, I like this.'"

And for the truly daring, there's Funeral Home Fragrance.

"To be honest, Funeral is a lovely scent," Gable chuckled. "It captures the essence of big white flowers and lilies with an added oakey sort of church pew scent in there. People actually like it a lot. And it's not just the goths."

Other odd sellers in the Demeter line include Holy Water, Mildew, Sushi, Poison Ivy and Lobster.

BRAND LOYALTY

One of the best things about the Demeter brand is its devoted customers, Gable said.

"Angel Food Cake is a perennial favorite," he noted, referring to a loyal fan base who has been wearing his colognes since the line's inception. "And dirt is always in the top 10. Gin and Tonic and some of the new scents from our Hawaii collection are also very popular."

That popularity stems from that fact that these fragrances are something that you can wear every day, Gable said.

"Honestly, these are scents that you wear for yourself," he explained. "It's not the sort of scent that's going to announce you from three rooms away. Everything in the line is intimate and simple and it's an affordable pleasure."

And that affordability is key. While other, more fashionably posh perfumes tip the cash register at $50 and $60 per two ounces, a one-ounce Demeter bottle rings in at only $18.

"You don't need a credit line increase or some kind of home equity to buy them," Gable said.

But that doesn't mean you have to throw your Giorgio away either.

"The Demeter line is for those odd moments," Gable said. "You wouldn't want to go to the supermarket in a ball gown so you don't want to wear your best perfume there either. That's why these scents are priced reasonably. You wear them according to your mood."

WHAT'S NEW

The company's most recent developments include a home fragrance collection, a line of candles and bar soaps as well as a Hawaiian-themed collection of cologne sprays formulated in conjunction with Kahala, an original Hawaiian shirt company.

"We're bringing out some more stuff this spring which we haven't quite finalized yet," Gable added. "But our sales have been tremendous in Japan and we're doing some nice business in London and in France. The whole business has just really evolved."

Jessica Jones is the fashion editor for the Staten Island Advance. She may be reached via e-mail at jjones@siadvance.com
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