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Preface

My dear gentle reader, it is for you that I stay up late into the
night typing away, my eyes burning, barely able to see the
liquid crystal screen. My intention has been to awaken you
with the same inspiration and knowledge that I have gained
along the scented path. For 14 years I have labored over this
work. Longer than almost any painting, perfume blend, or
other work of art.

My story begins when I was a girl of three, staying with my
grandmother in Thibodaux, Louisiana. In my memories of my
grandma, Eugenia Picou Ledet, her kitchen is always full of
tastes and smells. I'll never forget the sight of headless
chickens running around the big backyard. Who could? The
vegetable garden was a necessity: It provided fresh tomatoes
and okra to Mamie’s seafood gumbos. If you've ever known any
French people, then you know that fresh food and its scents are
central to life itself.

The summer that I was four, I scratched my leg crawling
under a barbed-wire fence and went crying to Mamie. She
applied some homemade liniment. It smelled spicy and good; it
burned at first, then soothed. I remember bright red hissing
crabs trying to escape the boiling pot, and fresh pearly oysters
in big burlap bags eaten “raw on the half shell” with
horseradish. I recall the hot, sweet, bitter tastes of Louisiana.
Coffee brewed with chicory and served in a demitasse cup with
lots of sugar cubes. Toasted sugar, the best chocolate fudge, big
fat pecan pralines on wax paper. At the family farm in the hot
and humid bayou, I first tasted fresh raw sugarcane. My great-
grandpa Ledet was a natural healer in the Cajun tradition.



I remember the smells from the bathroom cupboard, full of
remedies like Dr. Tichenor’s Thyme Liniment for mosquito
bites and Dr Hausmann'’s Mexico Liniment, composed of spices
including cloves, star anise, turkey rhubarb root, and
peppermint. I loved baths in the deep old tub with its elaborate
brass fixtures and the soft scent of Ivory soap and the faintest
hint of lemongrass.

Mamie's bedroom dresser was full of bottles and little jars;
sweet old Avon bottles, a blue deco Evening in Paris perfume
bottle. I loved to smell the perfumes, the cedar chests, and the
lavender sachets in the linen drawers. My journey upon the
fragrant path had begun.

After my grandma died, her spirit came to visit me on her
way to heaven. I was at the hospital, where I had just given
birth to my daughter Cassandra. I awoke in the middle of the
night and smelled her pale, powdery, vetiver scent. Mamie
could still connect with me through fragrance, and she has
been a spiritual guide for me ever since.

My botanical career also began around the age of four. I
have fond memories of picking tiny wild purple pelargonium
and storksbill, and concocting formulas in the old wooden
garage out back.

My family moved to Germany just before my fifth birthday.
My favorite pastime there was picking flowers on the hillsides.
I picked honeysuckle to suck out its sweet juice, along with red
clover blossoms, chamomile, sweet woodruff — in German, der
Waldemeister, “master of the woods.” I also enjoyed picking
blueberries and collecting petrified wood.

Lilacs are so childlike and sweet when they are freshly
picked. The smell of lilacs is my favorite, and a childhood



memory of so many people I have met. Today I picked lilacs,
and I marveled at their scent as they wilt — like little old ladies.

I invite you to join me for a walk along the scented path and
share my lifelong enchantment with nature’s gifts of ethereal
scents and sublime colors. I am sure you will rediscover scent
memories long ago forgotten. Just as a familiar song on the
radio can evoke memories of times past, the scents of essential
oils may stir up snapshot images of scenes and experiences
from your earlier life. Please, walk with me along the pathways
of your mind; come enjoy the fragrant journey.



CHAPTER 1



Introduction to
Aromatherapy and Essential
Oils

In very simple terms, aromatherapy is the therapeutic use of
pure essential oils to improve the health and balance of the
skin, the body, the mind, and the soul.

Squeeze a lavender head or a sage leaf and smell your
fingers. That aroma is the result of volatile oils, released by the
bursting of tiny glands in the plant material. These volatile oils
represent the radiant energy of the sun, translated by the plant
into a chemical form. If you look at the same plant through a
microscope, you will see the little pouches where these



chemicals, the volatile oils, are stored. Although we don't yet
fully understand the role these essential oils play in the drama
of plants’ life cycles, they have played a role throughout the
development of human culture.

The quantity and quality of the essential oils that a plant
produces depend on many things. Just as soil, elevation, and
weather conditions; genus and species; horticulture,
processing, and handling all influence the ultimate quality of a
fine wine, so essential oils for therapeutic use vary according
to the plants’ conditions of growth.

Buyer Beware

Imported essential oils are often cut or adulterated for the
perfume industry, whose main concerns are price and
aroma stability. Thus essential oil buying is not an easy
task. A good importer of essential oils for aromatherapy
must buy from many different sources and constantly test
oils for purity.

What are Essential Oils?

Chemically, essential oils are a cocktail of molecules with
names like esters, terpenes, alcohols, phenols, aldehydes,
ketones, ethers, and sesquiterpenes, along with myriad other
chemicals. These constituent parts have various properties.



Some are anti-inflammatory, some antifungal, some antiviral,
mucolytic, or bactericidal. All are antiseptic in varying degrees,
and all are volatile. Essential oils fall naturally into three
groups. The most highly volatile essential oils, known as top
notes in the perfume industry, are those that evaporate most
quickly. These oils tend to have an uplifting and invigorating
action. Essential oils that have a lower volatility, and thus
evaporate slowly, are known in the perfume industry as bass
notes. These oils are most often used therapeutically for their
calming and sedating action. And essential oils with a medium
range of volatility, known as middle notes in perfumery, act to
stimulate and regulate the main body systems.

limbic system

smell sensory
cortex

olfactory bulb

smell receptors

ABOVE: Scent sparks more of an emotional response than an
intellectual one because of the direct impact it has on the
limbic system, part of the most basic and primitive areas of
our brain.



Natural oils do not cause side effects when used properly.
Essential oils have the power to relax the nervous system,
stimulate the circulation, Ilift depression, reduce
inflammation, and ease aches and pains. They can balance
emotions by establishing harmony between the mind and body
and lifting the conscious mind to the higher self. The aroma of
an essential oil is sensed by the olfactory nerve located in the
back of the nose and carried to the brain, where it has its effect
— perhaps stimulating or calming, perhaps imparting feelings
of well-being and harmony to the whole self.

Oils can also penetrate the skin’s surface, and their benefits
for the skin are profound. Essential oils can revitalize and
rejuvenate skin of all ages and are especially helpful for skin
problems such as acne, eczema, psoriasis, burns, scars, and
even some skin cancers.

A professional aromatherapy treatment is usually
combined with massage. Therapeutic and healing in itself,
massage’s effects are magnified when combined with
aromatherapy. Massage can make us feel comforted and
secure, because touch is an extension of our earliest memories;
when combined with the appropriate essential oils, the
benefits for mind and body are considerable.

Although many of the effects of essential oils have been
proven through scientific research, their most profound
healing qualities can only be observed. The effects of aromas
on the psyche, along with their subtler effects of preventing
illness, are difficult to measure. But aromatherapy represents
one of the oldest healing arts known to mankind.



olfactory
receptor5

ABoVE: When scent molecules hit the smell receptors in the
nose, they set off an impulse that travels along the nerves
connected to the olfactory bulb (behind the eyes).



PP TP T
Aromatherapy Through the Day

By incorporating aromatherapy into your daily routine, you
can enjoy the natural health benefits of essential oils and
aesthetically enhance previously humdrum activities.

Imagine waking to the invigorating scent of rosemary and
basil drifting gently past your nose. It's not hard to achieve:
Load a diffuser with a wake-up blend and plug into an
automatic timer to start your day. In your morning shower,
give your body an energizing loofah scrub with an aqua
solution of thyme, savory, and tea tree. Follow your shower
with a quick toweling, and then lock the residual moisture
into your skin with a custom-designed body oil blend. You
might add few drops of tea tree oil to the toothpaste on your
toothbrush to help prevent gum disease and tooth decay.

On your way to work, place a tissue moistened with a drop of
essential oil on the dashboard of your car to smooth out the
drive. Along with your lipstick, carry a vial of peppermint oil:
A drop on your tongue throughout the day will keep your
breath fresh and help you stay alert. Before an important
meeting, you might place a drop of rose oil on your tongue. It
will give you confidence and create a loving atmosphere as
the scent of rose is broadcast with your presentation. On
your drive home a little clary sage on a tissue placed on your



dashboard will help you unwind and cope with rush-hour
traffic.

Later, an evening bath with chamomile, neroli, and marjoram
will ensure a restful sleep. Or if you are cold, you might
prefer a warming bath with black pepper, myrrh,
sandalwood, Peru balsam, and ginger — Ahhh, another
aromatic day.

What if you wake up feeling miserable? When everything
hurts, when you've got the blues, cramps, or a headache,
cancel your plans and take a hot steaming bath with
eucalyptus, geranium, clary sage, and juniper. Make yourself
a pot of herb tea and snuggle up in a warm bathrobe. You're
sure to feel better soon.

e el e, i N e i, .

The Origins of Aromatherapy

The origins of aromatherapy lie hidden in the folds of time.
Humankind’s earliest written documents record the use of
plant oils for their healing and aesthetic properties. Ointments,
oils, infusions, poultices, and incenses were all made from
plants, and were the only medicines known until the late 19th
century.

Ancient healers were holistic. They regarded healing as a
transcendent art. From the same plants they used to heal the



body, they derived perfumes to uplift the spirit, and they
recognized these two actions as being different aspects of the
same unifying plant energy. In contrast, modern science seeks
to compartmentalize, and works to identify and separate
plants’ active constituents.



ABoVE: In ancient times, the aromatherapist used plant
perfumes to heal the body and lift the emotions.

INndia



The people of India have always used infused fragrant matter
for medicine and meditation. The Vedic literature of India,
dating from around 2000 b.c., lists among its spiritual and
healing substances cinnamon, spikenard, ginger, myrrh,
coriander, sandalwood, patchouli, jasmine, and rose. The
manner in which aromatics were viewed reflects a spiritual
and philosophical outlook in which humanity is seen as a part
of nature. In India aromatics are believed to be spiritual, and
the handling of herbs and oils a sacred task. In the Indo-Aryan
tongue, attar — which can mean “smoke,” “wind,” “odor,” and
“essence” — most often describes perfumed oil blends.

Attars of musk, hina, kewda, and champa have been used
for thousands of years in India, primarily as components of
Ayurvedic medicine (see chapter 10).

In traditional Indian weddings, kilos of flowers were once
made into garlands and canopies and hung over the
honeymoon bed. A beautiful Indian ritual, still practiced, is
that of strewing flowers of frangipani, rose, tuberose, and
jasmine on bedsheets to delight the senses.

The Kama Sutra, a classic Indian treatise on lovemaking
that includes poetically written detail on positions and
practices, is filled with instructions for using various perfumes
to fan the flames of love.

Classic Indian love potions were made with amber aged in
wine, along with the essential oils of rose, sandalwood,
frangipani, tuberose, hina, night queen, and the exotic floral
scents of champa, mottia, and mogra.



W
Botanical Incense

Incense is still used in the sacred rituals of the Roman
Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches. The Western
incense is composed of gum resins exuded from the bark of
small trees, usually frankincense and myrrh, mixed with gum
benzoin and sometimes rosemary oil. The mixture is
sprinkled over burning charcoal in a censer (pictured).

Incense is also burned in Tibetan, Buddhist, and other
temples all across the Eastern Hemisphere. In addition to
frankincense and myrrh, Eastern perfumers use
sandalwood, agarwood (oud), patchouli, and vetiver in



formulating incense. The botanicals are ground to a paste
with water, then created into elaborate shapes by pressing
strings and coils through a perforated plate (much like a
pasta press). Saltpeter or potassium nitrate is sometimes
added to make the mixture burn steadily. In India, a simple
incense is made by dipping joss sticks into oils.

e B e, e e e N e e e .

Ancient China

“Every perfume is a medicine.”

The use of five thousand different herbs, spices, and animal
and mineral substances originated in China. Some of the
important aromatherapy oils for which we have China to thank
are cassia, star anise, angelica, camphor, musk, and ginger.
Citrus trees also had their origins in China. In the 12th century
Chang Shih-nan described placing orange blossoms in a burner
and heating them until “drops of liquid collected like sweat.”
The distillate was poured over agarwood and kept in a
porcelain jar to produce a fragrance of extraordinary elegance.

Chinese texts dating from as early as 3000 b.c. mention Shi-
Che, the Chinese goddess of perfume, and describe the
practices used to enhance the environment with scent. Sachets
of perfumed powders were tucked into voluminous sleeves;
perfume burners and joss sticks scented every room. Prunings



of aromatic tree barks were kept in laundry, and paper strips
were impregnated with perfume, with bits torn off and carried
for their scent. At one time Chinese money was printed on silk
and perfumed. The Oriental philosophy was to perfume the
environment rather than the person.

Early Alchemist

Maria Prophetissima was an alchemist who lived in
Alexandria, Egypt, during the first century a.d. At this time,
Alexandria was rife with exploration and experimentation.
Egyptians were developing new art forms and techniques
in  metallurgy, glassmaking, jewelry, ceramics, and
perfumery. Maria studied many of these arts. She created
the first true still, a covered post whose vapors could waft
out. Her contraption, which she called a kerotakis, was
intended, in her own words, “to enable to alchemist to find
the essence of that which is bodily, and embody that which
Is spirit.”

Ancient Babylon and Egypt

The first perfumes in Egypt were aromatics kindled as incense
to the gods. Incense was burned at all important events,
including the opening of a shrine, the coronation of a pharaoh,
and national celebrations. The cloud of aromatic smoke exuded



by incense created an aura that was believed to attract good
influences and repel negative spirits.

Incense was burned daily in ancient Egyptian temples, and
outdoors at dusk and dawn. The Papyrus of Ebers includes
descriptions of the use of aromatics for magical, mystical, and
healing experiences. Incense was employed in exorcisms and
healing the sick; it was used ritually in lovemaking. The smoke
was believed to honor and please the gods and bring good luck.
It was believed that incense smoke had the power to attract
heavenly beings, so that those who had died and were beyond
the reach of the living might survive, their souls ascending on
a cloud of smoky aroma.



ABoVE: The blue water lily (Nymphaea caerulea) was one of
the best-loved plants in ancient Egyptian culture, for both its
fragrance and its intoxicating properties. Cleopatra, the last

of the Egyptian queens, was noted for her use of scent and

oils. The story of her first meeting with Mark Antony is
legendary: She is said to have soaked the sails of her barge
in perfume, scented her gowns with the finest perfumes, and
surrounded herself with a cloud of aromatic incense as she
sat on her throne, floating up the Nile to greet and seduce
Mark Antony.



Early Egyptian priests practiced enfleurage, an extraction
process obtaining aromatic oils from flowers. The first
cosmetics were composed of resins, myrrh, frankincense, lilies,
pine, cedar, gum mastic, mints, and terebinth and stored in
elegant containers of carved onyx, alabaster, ivory, obsidian,
and glass decorated with gold.

Egypt is still a major producer of essential oils. Some of the
important aromatherapy oils exported from Egypt are rose,
jasmine, neroli, violet leaf, geranium, petitgrain, basil,
marjoram, anise, and parsley seed.

The Ancient Mideast

The most prized of all incenses to the Mesopotamians was the
fragrant cedar-of-Lebanon (Cedrus Ilibani). The name
“Lebanon” comes from the Akkadian word lubbunu, which
means “incense.” King Solomon’s Temple was built twice of
fragrant cedar-of-Lebanon trees. After being destroyed in 586
b.c.,, the temple was rebuilt in 535 b.c. with the aid of the
Persians, again using fragrant cedarwood.

Ancient Greece

The Greeks originally learned about aromatic oils from the
Egyptians. Crete had an elegant culture that lasted from 2600
to 1250 b.c. Phoenician ships carried Cretan rhyton vessels to
Egypt and returned with items made in Egypt, including
aromatic oils.



Greeks ascribed a divine origin to all aromatic plants.
Dionysus was the god of scent, flavor, wine, and perfume. He
bestowed blessings and scents on flowers. Cloris was the deity
of flowers, and Eros is an anagram for rose. At Delphi, the
virgin priestesses were anointed with and bathed in oils.

Hippocrates, 460-377 b.c., known as the Father of Modern
Medicine, identified disease as a natural phenomenon, and for
the first time established a system of diagnosis and prognosis.
He acquired most of his knowledge from Egyptian sources. He
used about four hundred drugs, derived mainly from
botanicals. Hippocrates is said to have saved Athens from the
Plague by setting huge bonfires of aromatic wood in the
streets.

Theophrastus of Eresus, 372-287 b.c., was a friend and pupil
of Aristotle. He wrote the Historia Plantarum as well as the first
treatise on scent, “Concerning Odors.” He took an elaborate
inventory of all known aromatics, and discussed ways in which
they could be artfully blended. He considered the properties of
the oils used as carriers of scent, scents infused in wines, and
the influence of various perfumes on states of mind and
health.

Dioscorides, a Greek physician in the first century a.d., was
without a doubt the first real medical botanist. A physician
with the Roman army, he assembled one vast work, De Materia
Medica, that described more than six hundred plants, including
their habitats, medicinal effects, and preparations. For 1,500
years his Materia Medica set the standard for herbal
knowledge.



ABOVE: The Greeks crafted elaborate ceramic perfumery jars
to store their valued fragranced oils.



ABOVE: Ancient Greeks stored aromatic oils in amphoras,
glass vessels that were buried in the sand to protect the oils
from sun and heat.

Ancient Rome

The Romans exceeded all limits in their outrageous and lavish
use of aromatic substances.

Along with bathing, they adopted the sumptuous use of
aromatics as a social form of amusement and entertainment.
Built into the walls of their colossal bathhouses were shelves
specially designed to hold the decorative vessels that contained
aromatic unguents. Matrons were massaged and bathed in
perfumes by slaves called cosmetae. The aromatarii were the
perfumers of Rome, and they lived in a special section of the
city called the vicus thuraricus.



Some of the components of Roman perfumery during the
height of decadence were roses, iris (orrisroot), narcissus,
saffron, mastic, oakmoss, cinnamon, cardamon, nutmeg,
ginger, costus, spikenard, aloeswood, fragrant grasses, and
gum resins.

Pliny the Elder was the most important writer on plants in
ancient Rome. In a.d. 77 he composed his Historia Naturalis
(Natural History). Of the 37 volumes, 7 were on plants. Pliny
wrote that scent could lull a person to sleep, allay anxiety, and
brighten dreams. He recorded the names of two perfumes:
Mendes, named for a town famous for its fragrances, and
Kyphi, which means “welcome to the Gods.” The latter,
compounded of cypress, juniper, incense, resins, hina, mint,
sweet flag, and aromatic grasses, is one of the world’s most
enduring perfume blends.

Pliny recorded a fatal case of flower gluttony that occurred
in Imperial Rome under Nero’s reign. Banquet guests were
actually smothered to death when volumes of rose petals were
dropped upon them. Pliny used this example to decry the abuse
of perfumes by the citizens of Rome.

Medieval Arabia: Home of the Damask Rose

Persia’s use of aromatics is one of the most ancient, but
unfortunately few of the culture’s documents have been
translated. Arabians are credited with the development of
steam distillation, as well as true soapmaking. Avicenna, a
Persian physician, was for centuries thought to be the first to
practice steam distillation. (The process has now been dated to
earlier periods based on excavated pottery found in newer



archaeological digs.) He did, however, invent the refrigerated
coil, and is the first person known to have distilled rose oil.
Avicenna was a prodigy, practicing medicine at the age of 18.
He used pulse diagnosis and generously prescribed the use of
all parts of the rose: leaf and petal, rose jam, rose water, rose
hips, and essence of rose.

Saudi Arabia and Oman are still the center of precious resin
production.

ABOVE: Incense burners, such as this partridge-shaped
container, were an art form in 12th century Persia.



Song of Scents

The Bible is full of stories of aromatics, but no passage is
as rich and redolent as the Old Testament’s Song of Songs.
Passage after passage speaks of love and scent.

Your oils have a pleasing fragrance, your name is
like purified oil. . .. While the King was at his table,
my perfume gave forth its fragrance. ... My beloved
is to me a pouch of myrrh which lies between my
breasts.

— SONG OF SOLOMON 1:2-13

Europe

Give me an ounce of civet, good apothecary, to sweeten
my imagination.

— Shakespeare

France has a very richly scented history. Cave paintings in
Lascaux illustrate the Neanderthals’ use of medicinal plants.
Perfume sellers were recorded in Paris as early as 1190.
Catherine de Medici made Paris the city of perfume when she
arrived in 1533 to marry Henry II. Catherine brought along her
own perfumer, Rene, who established his famous shop,
decorated with an Egyptian motif, on the Pont au Change. The



Medici family, wealthy and powerful in Italy, were famous for
their clever poison rings and perfumed gloves. Nostradamus,
whose prophetic skill is extolled to this day, was a perfumer
and alchemist as well as Catherine’s astrologer.

France’'s monarchs were said to be the “sweetest smelling.”
Eau d’'Hongrie, or Hungary Water, created in 1370 for the
queen of Hungary, was originally a “Plague water” meant to
keep disease at bay. Eau de Cologne and Acqua Perata were
other perfumes that originated as curatives. Eau de Cologne is
a blend of attar of neroli, orange, rosemary, and bergamot.

Napoleon was notoriously neurotic about scent. Preserved
receipts document his routine purchases of huge quantities of
eau de Cologne. He is said to have used the perfume especially
heavily when going into battle to give the men in his troops
confidence in his leadership.

In a famous letter to his beloved Josephine he commanded,
“Don’t wash, I'll be home in a few weeks.” Napoleon disliked
the popular scent of musk, and after he betrayed her with
another woman, Josephine spitefully had his bed chamber
sprayed with musk, an odor that is said to cling forever.

Welcoming Scents

It was a custom throughout the ancient Orient to honor
guests by anointing them with oils and rose water.

Contemporary Aromatherapy



Medicine, perfumery, and herbalism trod the same path until
well into the 19th century, but diverged in the latter half of the
1800s. With the advent of modern chemistry and a general
infatuation with science, traditional medicines came to be
considered primitive, and the public adopted the belief that
anything created or tinkered with in the laboratory must be
superior to the “raw” material. With the invention of
synthetics, perfumery set off in an altogether different
direction as scent came to be associated with a burgeoning
cosmetic market.

Today’s rediscovery of the wonderful healing properties of
essential oils is largely due to the French chemist Rene Maurice
Gattefossé. He found, during World War I (1910), that lavender
had a profound healing effect on burns, and went on to make
the study of the healing properties of essential oils his life’s
work. In 1937 Gattefossé wrote his groundbreaking
Aromatherapie: Les Huiles essentielles, hormons vegetales. In it
he pointed out “the large number of aromatic substances that
can be used in medicine and the wide variety of their chemical
functions,” and noted “two properties are common to them all:
they are volatile and they are aromatic.”

Since then France has continued to be a hotbed of aroma
research. It has expanded the use of essential oils beyond
perfumery and cosmetics, into commerce and medicine.

Germany is one European country that has always
maintained its reliance on the herbal tradition, marrying
herbal use with science quite well. Today Germany excels in the
latest scientific analysis of essential oils and in the
development of new testing technology.



Hand-in-Glove Trades

The peau d'Espana (skin of Spain) was a goatskin bag
carried from Morocco to France in the 1400s. It was
“cured” in rose oil to heal it from a rotting disease. This
event marked the beginning of a long association between
the arts of perfumery and glove making. The two trades
evolved simultaneously from the curing of hides —
perfume was used to hide the scent of the urine used in
curing. By the 18th century, many glove makers had
turned exclusively to perfumery.

How Essential Oils are Made

Although the term essential oil is commonly used to refer to
any oil extracted from a plant, a “true” essential oil is one that
has been collected through steam distillation. The French
consider steam- distilled oils the only true essential oils, and
the only ones worthy of use in aromatherapy. Other means of
extraction exist, however, and the resulting products, named
accordingly, have found a place in popular aromatherapy.

Steam Distillation

The traditional method of extracting essential oils — steam
distillation — remains the most widely used method of



production throughout the world. Steam distillation works
effectively because of the high volatility and insolubility of
essential oils.

A simple steam-distillation still consists of a covered vat
connected to a receiver vessel through a tube or “coil.” The vat,
a large cylindrical metal tank, is filled with water and plant
material and covered with a special lid called the “col de cygne”
(swan neck). Heat is applied and, as the water boils, steam
passes through the plant material and evaporates the oils. The
col de cygne collects the steam and directs it through the
attached tube or coil, which is “refrigerated” with running
water. The steam condenses and drips into the receiver vessel
or “vase Florentine” (Florentine vase), where the mixture of
condensed water and oil separates naturally. Depending on its
density, the essential oil will either float above or come to rest
beneath the water.

A delightful by-product of steam distillation, called
hydrosol or hydrolate, is created as the water becomes
impregnated with the aroma of the plant being distilled. Floral
waters such as rose water and orange water are well-known
examples of hydrosols. (See chapter 6 for more on hydrosols.)



ABOVE: A 16th century distillation still.



ABOVE: 17th century alchemist's equipment used for
extracting essential oils.



ESSENTIAL OIL EXTRACTION PROCESSES

Process

Steam distillation
Manual extraction
Enfleurage
Maceration

Solvent extraction
Critical carbon dioxide
Phytonic

Laboratory synthesis

Product
Essential oil
Pressed oil
Concreéte
Concreéte
Absolute
CO, ol
Florasol

Fragrance oil
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ABoVE: In steam distillation, plant material is combined with

water in the large tank (at bottom left). When the water boils,

the oils evaporate, are collected, and run through a cooling

condenser. As they cool, the essential oils separate from the
water and drip into the receiving vessel.

Manual Extraction

Manual extraction yields pressed oils. Pressed oil is a term
applied exclusively to oils from the citrus family. The essential
oils in citrus reside in tender chambers just below the surface
of the rind. As the rind is torn, the tiny chambers are broken
and the volatile oils leap out. You have no doubt, while peeling



an orange, felt the sudden sharp sting of citrus oil hit your eye.
You can observe the wild antics of freshly released citrus oils
by pressing the peel of a lemon or an orange in front of a
candle flame. The volatile oils become visible as they ignite in
tiny flashes upon contact with the flame.

The traditional manual-extraction method calls for
plunging your bare hands into a tub of citrus rinds and
grabbing and squeezing vigorously to break the oil globules
and release the essential oils. As the oil separates from the
resulting mush, it rises to the surface and can be collected with
a sponge. The oil-saturated sponge can then be squeezed into a
separate container.
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ABOVE: An 18th century Italian distillation system.
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ABOVE: A 19th century copper distillation unit.

Enfleurage

Enfleurage, which yields a concreéte, is a very old method of
extracting aromatic oils from flowers. It is especially effective
with delicate tropical flowers that tend to break down rapidly
or become spoiled in the heat of distillation.

Enfleurage is begun by placing flowers on a sheet of glass
that has been prepared by being coated with a thick layer of
purified fat. The flowers are replaced with fresh ones daily,



and the process is repeated until the fat has become saturated
with essential oil and the desired concentration is obtained.
The resultant compound is called a concreéte. If the waxes are
left in and it is used in this state as an ointment or perfume, it
is called a pomade.

Enfleurage is still used as a method of extraction, but is
usually carried to its second stage — dissolving the concreéte in
alcohol. Although fat is insoluble in alcohol, essential oil
readily dissolves in it. The resulting liquid is then carefully
heated; as the alcohol evaporates, the pure essential oil is left
in the container. This is what is referred to as an absolute.

Maceration

Maceration is similar to enfleurage but easily performed in
your kitchen. Start with a very clean, empty glass jar, a knife or
scissors, and your hands. Find some aromatic plant material;
rosemary or basil will work quite well. As you break up and
crush the flowers or leaves, the oil cells will rupture, releasing
the plant material’s aromatic properties.

Place the crushed plant material in the jar and cover it with
vegetable oil you have warmed to the temperature of a baby’s
bath; olive or almond oil is a good choice (you can also use
purified fat).

Place the jar outside in the sun or another warm place. The
optimum length of time for soaking really depends on the
material and the climate. To produce the popular red oil from
St.-John’s-wort flowers, the traditional Greek method calls for
21 days of soaking, while the French prescribe three months. I
have found, however, that in very warm weather, two days can



be too much! So experiment. As the vegetable oil or fat absorbs
aroma, strain off the old plant material and submerge a fresh
batch into your rewarmed carrier base. Repeat the process
until the vegetable oil or fat has reached the desired
concentration.

If you use vegetable oil, the resulting liquid is good in
massage treatments or in homemade herbal creams. With fat
you can use the resulting pomade, or treat it as in the second
stage of enfleurage.
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ABoVE: Maceration, soaking crushed plant material in olive
oil, produces a concrete when strained. Although this
process is still used, these days the squeezing is more often
accomplished mechanically.

Solvent Extraction

Oils produced through solvent extraction are also called
absolutes. In simple terms, the flowers are covered with a
solvent (usually petrol ether), which extracts the essential oil.
The solvent is then evaporated off, leaving the essential oil in
the container.



Solvent-extracted oils are becoming suspect. Solvents are
unkind chemicals that threaten our environment. Traces of
solvent can also be left behind, resulting in an unpleasant
product. I prefer to avoid them when possible.

Critical Carbon Dioxide

Critical carbon dioxide (CO,) and subcritical are two of the
most contemporary methods of extraction. These cold
processes are able to capture the purest and finest notes. Oils
produced with these methods are called cold-processed CO, oils
or subcritical oils; they are superior oils that retain extremely
delicate notes usually lost in steam distillation. CO, and
subcritical oils have the fragrance of a freshly picked plant.

These methods were developed in the 1950s, in the search
for a process that would eliminate the contamination and
degradation found with conventional solvent extraction and
steam distillation.

The process of extraction with liquid carbon dioxide
requires a great deal of expensive equipment. Under extremely
high pressure and extremely low temperatures, carbon dioxide
becomes a liquid solvent capable of extracting essential oils
while avoiding the thermal degradation associated with
distilling at atmospheric pressure.

CO, and subcritical essential oils are very delicate. They
should be kept in full, dark glass bottles in a cool, dark place.

The Phytonic Process



Also known as Wilde’s Process or Peter’s Process, the phytonic
process is an exciting development in plant oil extraction
technology. Invented in the late 1980s by Dr. Peter Wilde of
Sowerby Thirsk, England, this process results in what'’s called a
florasol or phytol.

The phytonic process uses a hydrofluorocarbon solvent
(HFC 134a), which is injected into a sealed unit containing the
aromatic plant material. After a period of contact between the
solvent — a liquefied gas — and the plant material, at room
temperature, a solution of oil is formed. The solution is
released into another sealed chamber, where it is allowed to
gently evaporate at temperatures well below freezing. The
entire solvent gas is recovered, collected, and reliquefied for
reuse. What remains is a pure florasol containing a full
complement of delicate aromatic components along with a
small percentage of moisture. The quality of the florasol is
exquisite, with a remarkably fresh and pure scent.

Although HFCs are considered a serious threat to the
environment, Dr. Wilde assures me that his process is
environmentally sound and safe to use, because the small
amount of HFC is recycled and never released into the
atmosphere. Several industrial-scale plants are currently using
this process.

Compared to other procedures, the phytonic process uses
less energy, produces no flue gases or residual toxic waste, uses
no water or heat, and works at room temperature. I believe this
process may be poised to displace the more expensive and
damaging methods currently in use.

Dr. Wilde has also developed and demonstrated small
handheld “jungle kits.” These kits, about the size of a baby’s



bottle, can be carried into the field for on-the-spot extractions.
I used one of these at a workshop in France and personally
experienced the healing power of the resulting florasol, when I
applied fresh lavender extract to a badly bruised and skinned
leg. My skin healed rapidly.

Aromatic Ending

Alexander the Great used aromatics quite sumptuously.
His funeral pyre was built of aromatic resins.

Synthetic Oils

Coal comes from deep within the earth, the result of layers of
decomposing plant material subjected over millions of years to



great heat and pressure. Coke, a derivative of coal that burns
with intense heat and produces very little smoke, became an
important fuel during the Industrial Revolution. It is produced
by burning coal in airtight ovens. Coal tar is a thick, black,
viscous by-product of coke production. Originally a nuisance,
coal tar has become the mainstay of the modern chemical
industry. Countless synthetic compounds have been developed
from it, including dyes, fragrances, and explosives.

Until the mid-1800s, however, coal tar was rather
unappreciated. Composed almost wholly of carbon and
hydrogen, it didn’t burn easily and was fairly resistant to most
chemical and oxidizing agents. The coal tar deadlock was
broken with the discovery that a combination of sulfuric and
nitric acids could break down its carbon and hydrogen. As coal
tar derivatives were treated with chemicals, the result was
myriad new products. One we are all familiar with is
nitrobenzene, or false oil of bitter almonds, which is used to
scent floor wax, cleaning products, and shoe polish. You might
be familiar with nitrobenzene as the scent of Jergens Lotion.

Redesigning Nature

Within a few short years of the coal tar breakthrough,
Friedrich August Kekulé (1829-1896) founded modern
structural chemistry. According to legend, while riding in a
form of public transportation of the time, he fell asleep and
missed his stop. This annoyance was compensated for,
however, by a dream in which carbon atoms joined hands and
danced around him in a circle. It was this dream that Kekulé



claimed as his inspiration for the creation of structural
chemistry.

Kekulé envisioned not only deconstructing substances, as
coal tar chemistry had achieved, but also reconstructing and
even rearranging carbon atoms to create new substances.
Carbon is the main component of several million known
compounds and has the unusual ability to combine not only
with other atoms but with itself as well. Carbon has a
tremendous capacity for organizing and structuring matter,
and its capacity for reorganization makes for a huge number
of possible combinations.

Some of these combinations would imitate substances in
nature. Voila: The era of synthetics had arrived. Sweet-tasting
substances were synthesized and put into production. A whole
range of synthetic dyes became commercially available. And
ingenious synthesizing also yielded an abundance of artificial
scents, each imitating a different plant fragrance.

Synthetics versus Natural Oils

Synthetic oils, or oils blended with synthetic substances,
however pleasant they may smell, are unacceptable for use in
aromatherapy. A synthetic fragrance is a dead product and has
no place in holistic aromatherapy. Synthetics should never be
used for healing, strengthening, or health-promoting
purposes. They have no healing properties. On the contrary,
they may endanger your health. Synthetics can set off allergic
reactions and tax your immune system. Central nervous
system damage has been linked to the use of synthetic
substances.



Synthetic oils and blends are never considered pure. They
can contain by-products that are not easily identified, and
their effects are unpredictable. Synthetics are listed as
“fragrances” on most labels. Fragrances lack the vital energy
that is responsible for the positive, healing effect of pure
essential oils on mind and body.

Unfriendly Additives

Some of the chemicals and synthetics that are used as
diluents to stretch oils and increase profits are:

diethyl phthalate or DEP

dipropylene glycol or DPG

isopropyl myristate or IPM

phenyl ethyl alcohol or PEA

butylated hydroxy toluene or BHT (neurotoxic)

According to an alarming EPA report released in 1991,
BHT was detected in every fragrance sample collected for
study.

Many of the chemicals found in fragrances are also
designated as hazardous waste chemicals. These include
methylene chloride, toluene, methyl ethyl ketone, methyl
isobutyl ketone, ethanol, and benzyl chloride.



Adulteration

The high price of pure essential oil accounts for much of the
mixing and diluting referred to as “blending” in the aroma
industry. While the price for a quart of synthetic jasmine oil
ranges between $8 and $50, a quart of pure essential oil of
jasmine will cost closer to $2,000.

Terms such as cutting, diluting, bouqueting, and rounding
off are all poor attempts to disguise the cruel truth:
adulteration. Certain suppliers with highly developed
imaginations will even use the term ennobling to describe the
disfiguring of an essential oil.

Unfortunately, there exists a long history of mishandling
natural oils, mislabeling them, and fraudulent sales of them to
unsuspecting buyers. The pioneers of aromatherapy in the
United States have fought this standard practice for years.
Finally, with the recent advent of reliable testing by
independent laboratories, we have become able to expose such
unethical practices. Distributors who force essential oil
suppliers to prove authenticity through chemical analysis are
leading the way to a greater number of safer products for the
consumer.

Unfortunately, your first exposure to aromatic oils is likely
to be to synthetics. Synthetic fragrances are inexpensive and
easily available. I will never forget one of my early experiences
with synthetic oils. I was a teenager, enthralled with the
romance of scent. On a hot, sultry summer day I rubbed some
inex