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      [image: image]ydrosols, the subject of this book, do something rather unique. They bring the aromatic compounds of aromatherapy to the healing process in a precisely defined concentration, namely in the maximum amount possible to be dissolved homogenously in water. Upon superficial examination, essential oils and their components seem to be insoluble in water. But that is not 100 percent true. On more precise examination, it becomes obvious that a small fraction of the aromatic compounds recovered from a plant in the distillation process actually end up in the distillation water. Every aromatic substance has a maximum solubility in water, and only after this point is reached will these aromatic compounds, the essential oils, start to separate into a distinct layer on top of the distillation water.

      Much has been written about the use of essential oils in aromatherapy. A recurring concern in all of aromatherapy is the potential of essential oils to irritate the various tissues with which they come in contact, and the discussion about the proper dilution of essential oils to avoid such irritation is still raging. The appropriate application of aromatic substances in their dissolved state most elegantly avoids these problems. Because hydrosols are dissolved there is no oily or lipophilic phase to irritate tissue. On the contrary, it is not too much of a simplification to state that hydrosols not only do not irritate, but for the most part they are anti-inflammatory: they relieve irritation. It has been known in aromatherapy for quite some time that hydrosols, for this reason, often are better suited for treatments of sensitive patients. This theoretical knowledge, however, was only occasionally translated into fruitful reality, because detailed experiences in the use of hydrosols had never been published, nor had the all-important questions about shelf life and viability ever been addressed in any concise form. All of this is now changing. Hydrosols: The Next Aromatherapy puts aromatherapy in its safest form at the disposal of every interested enthusiast. The sheer wealth of carefully assembled empirical data will answer many hitherto unanswered questions about how to use hydrosols for many different conditions. While this contribution of Hydrosols is of obvious benefit to the reader, there is an equally important—and for those in the field maybe even more exhilarating—aspect to Hydrosols: it alters the evolution of aromatherapy itself.

      Consider the following. At the beginning of this new century, the fate of aromatherapy hangs in the balance. The initial supply of enthusiasm that spawned the French “medical” approach as well as the popular British “massage” approach has become depleted. Yes, the indisputably fantastic fundamentals of aroma-therapy—namely putting low-cost healing of many diseases at the fingertips of everyone, not just experts—are still in place. But the idealistic small business operators who made it their mission to bring this spectacular modality to a broader public are gradually running out of cash to finance their good will. Lavender and tea tree oils work as well as ever for rashes and toe fungus, but their potential to generate sizable capital gains has been vastly overestimated. To make things worse, the adoption of aromatherapy concepts by larger commercial interests has led to the seemingly unpreventable loss of quality and substance. The initial wave of aromatherapy entrepreneurialism has become a victim of its narrow and exclusive focus on sales.

      Focused on building the business, aromatherapy activists accepted whatever popular books appeared on the market as authoritative representations of “aromatherapy” not realizing that these books were mostly written by other entrepreneurs concerned with maximizing business. An apparently endless stream of encyclopedias on how to use this and that oil paraded as a representation of the discipline of aromatherapy but really served as glorified sales literature. This did indeed serve to bring essential oils to more interested individuals, but it did predictably little to advance aromatherapy as an independent faculty of learning. Recipes in most books were often based on the decree of the author. Rationales for given uses or reasons in terms of cause and effect are often glaringly absent: the pressures of marketing mandated-simplicity without a theory. Initially, this did not appear to be much of a drawback because short of turning murky randomness into pop intuition, essential oils will work without precision in percent and accuracy in language. But a maturing field deserves more.

      Aromatherapy will undergo the developments that many of its supporters so feverishly hope for only if it grows up to be a “real” discipline, a true faculty of learning. This is where Hydrosols breaks most important and exciting new ground. To appreciate its contribution I would like to invoke a statement from eminent biologist E. O. Wilson’s latest work, Consilience. In the context of this work, Wilson opines that for a faculty of learning to be successful and to be able to arrive at meaningful predictions it should have its units and processes clearly defined and solidly in place. Checking aroma-therapy for units and processes, we find a bleak picture. Even in the relatively simple case of agreeing on a unit of volume the only common denominator aromatherapy has to offer is the marketing-mandated “drop.” Rather obviously, a drop is not a very precise unit of volume. As far as processes go, a rather unexciting and mostly trivial process, the mixing together of various essential oils, was awarded near cult status by renaming it “blending.” From Goddess blends to weight-loss blends, clear definition was again sacrificed in favor of marketing-mandated simplicity.

      Hydrosols takes aromatherapy to a new degree of self-understanding. It moves aromatherapy literature away from the limitations of sales literature by introducing units and processes adequate to the phenomena they describe. Hydrosols transcends these limits by speaking to the competency of the reader. It makes aromatherapy more real by naming the names of the contributors to the field and by describing the processes by which the concepts they contributed came about. The air of an anonymous superauthority that simply has to be believed is banished. Instead, Hydrosols describes in an unpretentious and matter-of-fact way what real people did and how their experiments shaped their conclusions. In many cases this is not complex science but simply accurate observation, which makes it even more real and usable.

      If we understand aromatherapy as a low-risk healing modality with the potential to empower the lay person, these descriptions of the processes in which empirical observation are made are essential stages in the maturing of aromatherapy. These narratives are necessary for aromatherapy to come into its own and will ultimately contribute to a much needed theoretical framework. Not, as one would expect, one oil or one specific compound is universally effective for any given disease or condition. Realizing that many chemically diverse essential oil components are effective provides the necessary stimulus for considerations that go past a simple pharmacological approach. If nothing else it proves that essential oils can work by physiological mechanisms vastly different from those understood by conventional knowledge.

      Hydrosols: The Next Aromatherapy is unique in that for the first time in a popular work the author establishes processes special to aromatherapy with a rigor that would be adequate—even exemplary—for many older and more established faculties of learning.

       

      
        Kurt Schnaubelt

Author of Advanced Aromatherapy and
Medical Aromatherapy
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      [image: image]ar below the plane, the blackness of the north Atlantic stretches below me in all directions and I can’t help feeling that there is no small serendipity in the ways that water has dominated my life this year. The wet slushy winter of 1999 to 2000 was spent in front of the computer writing this book—living, breathing, and consuming hydrosols day after day. Torrential rains and thunderstorms started in early spring in Toronto and continued throughout our normally hot and dry summer, repeatedly flooding my stockrooms and wreaking havoc in the garden. Then the autumn arrived and the rains, perversely, stopped at home, but conferences took me to both Seattle (the rainy city) and England (the rainy country), which experienced some of its worst flooding on record throughout my stay. And so it goes.

      Of course, my relationship with water has gone on for a very long time, and hydrosols, the aromatic waters that are the subject of this book, have dominated my life for several years, but the downpours of this year are something else again. From a metaphysical point of view, water is the element related to emotions. Water images, themes, and dreams always stem from emotional issues bubbling to the surface, whether unresolved, unexpressed, or needing attention in some way. We also get emotional support from water, whether it’s luxuriating in a hot bath or walking on a seashore. The feeling of floating, the colors, smells, movements, and sounds of water create a positive resonance that can soothe the soul. It is also about movement: stepping into the current, going with the flow, and charting a new course are all positive steps we can take for our development. With the movement comes sustenance and growth. Without water most living things will quickly die—plants, animals, and people alike. Water is our succor, our nourishment, and a large part of our physical makeup. In 2000 the world’s water problems came to the forefront of our consciousness. Perhaps this is not just my year of water but every one’s.

      There has also been a lot of movement and flow in the world of aromatherapy during the past twelve months. Two years ago, when I went out into the aromatherapy world with my hydrosol information, interest in these substances was almost nonexistent. Today, many different people are talking about hydrosols and their amazing uses. With this increased public interest, product demand has grown, and more and more distillers are preserving hydrolates as a coproduct of essential oil manufacture. The perception of aromatherapy has also changed, and today people understand that this is not just bubble-bath, but a viable therapy option for treating a huge range of health concerns. At international aromatherapy conferences, clinical scientists stand beside professional aromatherapists and shamanic healers discussing everything from receptor-site research to the mind-body-spirit connection, from essential oils and hormone modulation to preserving the integrity of the immune system. Guidelines for eliminating the guesswork in preserving hydrosols are my contribution to this information explosion. We’ve come a long way from pretty smells.

      Someone recently asked me if I still use essential oils or whether my practice only includes hydrosols. The answer is that I use both—and more. Aromatherapy is a form of phytotherapy, and there is compelling evidence that we experience synergistic effects when we combine oils and waters along with herbs, tinctures, homeopathic remedies, vibrational healing methods, and good nutrition. Just like the endless depths of the ocean below, these modalities offer vast opportunities for healing and growth. We will not be able to control every aspect of the adventure to come, but it will be exhilarating, mind expanding, and life enhancing at the very least. I hope this book inspires you to join in shaping what is yet to be. My year of water is almost over, but the journey has just begun.
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        In the Beginning Was Smell
      

      
        Our sense of smell, like so many of our other body functions, is a throwback to the time, early in evolution, when we thrived in the oceans.
      

      
        Diane Ackerman, A Natural History of the Senses
      

      [image: image]his is an aromatherapy book. And because aromatherapy is a holistic health-care practice, concerning it self with the whole being, I consider it an inclusive practice. Everyone has the ability to use or benefit from aromatherapy. This book is also inclusive; it is written for anyone with an interest in, or curiosity about, the aromatic world and what it has to offer: for the serious practitioner seeking more knowledge and a broader scope of practice, for the nonprofessional adept wanting to dive headlong into the aromatic waters that are my theme, and for those simply interested in taking care of their health and needing clarification concerning what “aromatherapy” is all about.

      Aromatherapy is perhaps the hottest word in marketing as we enter the twenty-first century. Every kind of scented product, from air freshener to hand soap to perfumes, is being sold with the tag “aromatherapy,” “aromatology,” or even “aromachology.” At the same time, the environmental sensitivities experienced by many people who come into contact with synthetic fragrance is causing the creation of scent-free zones and, in some cases, laws restricting the use of scents by individuals in their workplace, on public transportation, and in restaurants, stores, and schools. It is time to define what we are talking about when we say “aromatherapy” and, hopefully, clear up a few misconceptions about things that smell.

      
        WHAT IS AROMATHERAPY?

        Aromatherapy is a branch of phytotherapy, or plant therapy, just as herbalism, homeopathy, flower remedies, traditional Chinese medicine, and many other treatments are also phytotherapy. Aromatherapy is holistic, concerning itself with the whole of the person and attempting to create balance for the whole of the body. Aromatherapy practice has been documented in some form or another for more than four thousand years but went through a major reassessment and earned its modern name during the First World War. This renaissance has taken aromatherapy into many worlds: the chemical explorations of hard science, the hallowed halls of modern medicine, and the metaphysical realms of spirituality. Now, as we enter the twenty-first century, I believe it is changing again. The aromatherapy of the future will no longer segregate the different avenues of aromatic practice but will allow them to coalesce into one broad modality. Even now aromatherapy exhibits its own synergy, a blend of thoughts and methods in which the total is greater than the sum of the parts, magic cohabits with chemistry, botany lives with bodywork, and layperson practitioners have as much chance of healing themselves as professionals. It lives and breathes and grows just as the plants from which it comes.

        Aromatherapy, in the truest sense of the word, is the use of 100 percent natural, whole, unadulterated, aromatic essences obtained from specific botanical sources by steam distillation or expression for the benefits of mind, body, and spiritual health. These essences may be pure essential oils, the non–water-soluble, volatile, aromatic compounds found in flowers, leaves, branches, seeds, roots, barks, resins, and fruits and obtained by gentle steam distillation. They may also be the expressed oils found in the rinds of citrus fruits like lemon, orange, bergamot, and grapefruit, which are gathered by squeezing the oil from the peel. Aromatherapy also involves the use of the nonvolatile fatty oils (carrier oils) found in avocados, sesame seeds, and exotics such as rose hips and hazelnuts. Last but not least, aromatherapy uses hydrosols, the aromatic waters coproduced during the steam distillation of essential oils. What is most important is that the substances used in the creation and maintenance of health be totally pure and from very specific plants. In this book I will spend a great deal of time giving you all the different parameters that must be met for true aromatherapy products. Here you will find information enabling you to ask intelligent questions about the quality of any hydrosols, oils, or other preparations you may encounter.

        What aromatherapy is not is the use of synthetic substances such as perfumes and fragrance oils, nor is it simply the use of “anything that smells.” Aromatherapy products are not made in a plant (factory) but in a plant (living, growing, green thing). They are not merely perfumes. The bulk of items marketed as aromatherapy on the shelves of pharmacies, department stores, cosmetics suppliers, spas, and even health-food stores are not true aromatherapy. They may be “smelly,” but they are not exclusively natural. Many have never seen a plant (living, growing, green thing), and some may contain ingredients linked to, or suspected of causing, serious health problems and allergic reactions, yet the labels call them aromatherapy all the same. Given all that’s out there, what’s a person to do?

        The bottom line is that we are in uncharted territory. We are working in a world where no clear differentiation exists between things that are natural and aromatic and things that are synthetic and aromatic, a zone where there is no perceived difference between smells that heal and smells that harm and where no laws exist. At present there are few controls on the creative license used by those who write the labels and market the products, unless they are medicines. A bottle may say that it contains “100 percent pure essential oil” but contain only a small percentage; it doesn’t say it contains “only 100 percent essential oil.” There are no requirements that other ingredients, such as carrier oils, perfume-industry chemicals, or even common alcohol, be listed on the label. You may buy this bottle thinking that what you are getting is the real thing, but that real thing contributes only a fraction to the price you are paying.

      

      
        THE EDUCATED CONSUMER

        When a well-known natural-body-care company opened its first store in Toronto, I visited this beautiful boutique with a colleague. We explored the store, sniffing merrily away until we came to the essential oils. There were testers, so, of course, a drop instantly went on the hand, and . . . lo and behold, it contained carrier oil, a vegetable oil used to dilute the pure essential oil. When we asked the salesperson about this, we were told that these were the purest oils available, and no, they were not diluted in any way. Even when we pointed out that although they were certainly good quality, they were actually “oily,” or greasy to the touch, and not completely volatile, as true essential oils should be, the salesperson referred to the label copy, which said they were pure and did not mention any dilution. Obviously we were mistaken, for these were clearly undiluted. Unconvinced, we asked the salesperson to make a call, just to check. Four phone calls later she finally found someone who could tell her that, indeed, these oils were diluted, in fractionated coconut oil, to be precise, and that they were at 30 percent concentration. That was in 1996. Since then the labeling has been changed, and all this company’s essential oils now state very clearly that they are diluted in coconut oil.

        If a reputable “natural-health” company can do this, what is being done by companies that have no interest in the bigger picture but just want to make a profit using the most effective marketing tag? The truth is that no one is going to protect you and your health except you. The more information you have, the better able you will be to make good choices, thus controlling your exposure to synthetics, carcinogens, preservatives, and toxins of all kinds. This level of awareness is the minimum necessary if your intention is to preserve and maintain health.

        The inclination of a growing proportion of the world’s population is to return to more-natural, less-processed products, whether they be food, drinks, body-care items, or supplements. True aromatherapy is one of these natural-product families; synthetic fragrances are not. It is up to you, the consumer, to know what it is you are looking for, to do your own homework and not just rely on the information provided on labels and by store staff. Although some store employees are extremely knowledgeable, in other cases a little knowledge is a dangerous thing. Sometimes you will be given wrong information; other times you may be deliberately misled. In fact, there is probably more misinformation than good information out there, or maybe the good information is just harder to get.

      

      
        CHEMICALS: FRIENDS OR FOES?

        In this book you will find talk of chemicals and chemistry. After what I have just said, this may seem incongruous, but there is no contradiction here. Knowledge of the chemical composition of aromatherapy products is actually of vital importance, since this is a major factor in how they work on our health. It is also one of the keys to empowerment in consumer decision making.

        Every plant contains a wide variety of chemical compounds. Some of these chemicals exist in the form of aromatic essential-oil molecules, some are alkaloids, others are water-soluble or complex polysaccharides, and there are many more besides. We know that therapeutic chemicals from plant material can be extracted by soaking the material in cold water (cold infusion), heating the material in water (decoction or tea), infusing the material in oil (maceration), extracting components in alcohol (tinctures), or distillation (essential oils and hydrosols). It is important to remember that there are many ways to extract the therapeutic benefits from plant material because each method will release different qualities and chemicals of the plant and therefore have different properties and applications in health and healing.

        The primary issue here is not only that these are naturally occurring chemicals manufactured by the plants as part of their desire to grow, flourish, and propagate themselves, but also that they appear in complex combinations, not as single or isolated compounds. Rose contains over 400 different chemicals, clary sage around 250, and lavender more than 100. Herein lies the rub! Mother Nature is incredibly intelligent, and plants have spent millions of years evolving and using their chemicals to communicate with each other and with the world at large. Some of their chemicals protect them from predators, others alert them to weather changes and soil conditions, still others send messages about potential pollinators and seed carriers. These chemicals exist in combinations because that’s how they work best, together in synergy, like an orchestra. A solo violin is nice, but Beethoven sounds better with a full complement of instruments.

        When we talk about chemical sensitivities or even, specifically, about fragrance sensitivities, we often forget to note whether these chemicals and fragrances are natural or synthetic, isolated or in combination. And that makes all the difference! The smell of chamomile is added to many shampoos that contain chamomile “extracts.” The smell has to be added because the extracts are usually isolated chemicals chosen for a specific action, and they may have no odor or a nonchamomile odor. The smell component may or may not be natural; if it is natural, it may again be an isolated chemical chosen for scent only. What we have is not what nature created. While 100 percent natural chamomile may not cause an allergic reaction in people, some of its chemicals taken in isolation—out of context, if you will—can cause an allergic response. And synthetic versions of chamomile will almost certainly cause a reaction in sensitive people.

        The prescription drug Valium illustrates this point most clearly. There is an herb called valerian that has been used for thousands of years for its relaxing, antianxiety, and sedative properties, and valerian products can be found in most health-food stores. Recognizing its therapeutic value, scientists studied valerian in order to isolate the one chemical they felt was responsible for its desirable effects. They then worked on this chemical in the lab and finally came up with a drug they called Valium. It was a huge success, and millions of people, mostly women, were prescribed Valium for many years. We now know that this drug, for all its benefits, has some pretty serious side effects and, for many, is highly addictive. Worldwide, there are thousands of people still suffering its ill effects. In Britain there were so many lawsuits that the government withdrew legal aid for Valium cases in the early 1990s. What went wrong? Is it possible that science, in its desire to find absolute answers, ignored the possibility that more than one chemical may contribute to an herb’s beneficial effects? Is it that some of the natural chemical combinations in a plant can prevent side effects, one chemical acting as a buffer for another? The scientists were doing their best, but even science is imperfect and is growing, changing, and learning all the time.

        It is the same with aromas. If you make a synthetic smell, or isolate just one aromatic chemical from a natural source, you may well end up with a smell that harms. The chemical creating the odor may have a negative effect on health, causing headache, allergies, skin reactions, nausea, and so on. It is not the odor per se that harms but the chemical creating the odor when it is taken out of context. People want scent-free zones because isolated and synthetic chemicals are making them sick. It is not nature, but what we have done to nature, that causes harm!

      

      
        CHEMICAL-FREE, NOT SCENT-FREE

        I adore smells; it is a consuming passion with me. Odors, aromas, and scents, at least the natural kind, affect every aspect of my life every day. However, I have difficulty going near perfume counters and can barely bring myself to approach most commercial body-care products and stores. When I do, there is an instantaneous tightness across my forehead, my temporal lobes start to throb, the muscles in my neck and shoulders tense up, and I want to run from the onslaught of the so-called fragrance that threatens my being. My body displays all the autonomic nervous system fight-or-flight responses that are triggered by danger. And . . . I don’t have allergies and . . . it’s getting worse!

        Because the health risks are real and the ability to control the marketing of smells impossible, the pendulum of caution is swinging to the very far right. Scent-free zones seem to offer people the only way to avoid the life-threatening responses that chemical scents trigger in their bodies. It has gotten so bad, and people are becoming so afraid of smell, that they can’t see the forest for the trees. If we used only unpolluted, totally natural, unadulterated smells, the chances of negative health reactions would be dramatically reduced, if not completely removed. I tried to explain this to a woman sitting beside me on an airplane when she panicked as I sprayed organic rose hydrosol on my face. She told me rose fragrance was one of the most irritating to her. I explained that, because of its high cost, real rose was rare and that it was likely that synthetic rose was the cause of her irritations. She was unwilling to listen. As far as she was concerned, all rose smells and, indeed, roses were horrible poisons. My heart ached at the thought that she would live the rest of her life not understanding the real cause of her problem, never allowing herself to “smell the roses.”

        Aromatherapy is a complex subject. It deals with smell, chemistry, plants, humans, and the beautiful web that links us all together. Hydrosols, the aromatic waters used in aromatherapy, are just one part of the whole and must be taken in context if they are to be understood. All life is about balance, and we still have much to learn from and about the natural balance of our world.

        Until recently, hydrosols and their therapeutic actions have been largely overlooked. Although in the early development of distillation products like rosewater (a hydrosol) were the primary goal, somewhere along the line it became clear that the essential oils had a value far greater than that of the waters. So hydrosols slowly fell out of use and only the distillers and their friends and neighbors continued to benefit from their properties. In recent years, however, hydrosols have been rapidly gaining in popularity, and there has been a resurgence of interest in these plant waters, principally owing to the broad nature of their therapeutic applications. Like the villagers in Bulgaria who fill pools with rose hydrolate, we will want to surround ourselves with these healing substances.

      

      
        INFLUENCES

        In 1995 I received a pamphlet from the Aromatic Plant Project titled 101 Ways to Use Hydrosols. Most of the brochure concerned itself with spraying the waters on your face and body or drinking them because they taste good, but my curiosity was piqued by a world I felt was waiting to be discovered. Up to that point I had experienced only a few of the so-called floral waters: lavender, rose, orange blossom, rosemary, cornflower, and Roman chamomile. But I had learned enough about distillation to know that, theoretically, every plant that produces an essential oil will, when distilled, produce a hydrosol, and I began to wonder where all this water went and why it wasn’t available.

        I also instinctively felt that just spraying hydrosols on your face was ignoring the real possibility that these waters were as therapeutic as the oils, or at least as healing as herbs, tisanes, and other plant-based remedies. I began a search for hydrosols from every source I could find. One organic Italian neroli was particularly surprising, with an intensity of flavor and scent much closer to that of the oil than anything I had encountered previously. In retrospect I realized that the “hydrosols” I had been buying up to that point probably contained preservatives and/or alcohol, were far from fresh, and could easily have been synthetic. After trying the real neroli water, I was gone . . . totally, utterly in love.

        Then came the discovery of a company that offered no fewer than twenty different true aromatic waters. This was a revelation! An Aladdin’s cave of hydrosols! I now had waters for oils that I barely knew: winter savory, Satureja montana; chemotype-specific hydrosols of rosemary and four different thymes; the expensive and elusive Inula graveolens and rock rose, Cistus ladaniferus. But what to do with them all? I had already begun my studies of French aromatherapy, in which essential oils are seen as plant medicines and are used internally, topically, and aerially, not just for massage, as I had learned in England and Canada. So it was to the French that I turned to learn more about the hydrosols in my fridge.

        Nelly Grosjean

        Nelly Grosjean was my first teacher on the possibilities of using aromatic waters therapeutically. Her book Aromatherapy: Essential Oils for Your Health discusses their use and methods of application as well as treatment protocols for specific health concerns. In her work Grosjean combines oils, hydrosols, diet, and lifestyle, as well as massage. Unfortunately the English edition of the book eliminated most of the discussion of internal use; as drinking hydrosols is one of the best ways to use them therapeutically, it is a great shame that the original text is not more widely available. Under Nelly’s tutelage I undertook a period of experimentation during which I consumed most of my stock in three-week sequences, two tablespoons of hydrosol dissolved in one liter of distilled water daily for twenty-one days, with a week off in between. I drank liters of hydrosol, took copious notes, and experienced a gamut of effects.

        A course with Nelly followed, during which her autodidactic approach became clearer. She works with a series of twelve essential-oil synergies, one for each month of the year, one for each of the body systems, one for each sign of the zodiac. She calls the blends frictions, and in most cases they are used both internally and topically for a three-week treatment period. Each friction works with one or several possible hydrosols that provide supporting therapy, and as part of the protocol these hydrosols are to be consumed daily diluted in water (thirty milliliters of hydrosol per 1.5 liters of water). Depending on the health concern being treated, Grosjean includes suggestions for raw-food diets and juicing. Anyone who has heard her speak or has read her books will know her list of Ten Golden Rules by heart.

        The approach made sense to me, and what coalesced in my mind is that for all we talk of using whole, authentic, unadulterated, organic, complete essential oils, if we are not using the distillation water as well, there is a portion of the plant therapeutics that is missing. It has also become abundantly clear to me, as a lifelong adherent of homeopathic remedies, that the hydrosols are more akin to homeopathics, on a number of levels, than to the essential oils. Nelly credits a dream with providing the recipes for her frictions and the combinations in which they are used, and she speaks frequently about the vibrational aspects of aromatherapy. It is gratifying to hear someone discuss the energetic aspect of the waters as part of his or her rationale. There are those who have discounted her work because of this seemingly unscientific approach, but we are in a new millennium now, so perhaps we’ve learned better.

        Franchomme and Penoel

        From Grosjean I went to Pierre Franchomme and Daniel Penoel or, rather, to their book L’Aromathérapie exactemente. I had attended a workshop with Franchomme in 1996 and been overwhelmed by the intensely medical nature of the presentation. If this was what the French called aromatherapy, what on earth was I doing? Undaunted, I plowed through the heavily scientific tome, devouring every shred of information, particularly where it concerned hydrosols. This is where I got my first information on hydrosol pH readings, the significance of which I came to appreciate only much later (see chapter 3). But at this time my brother gave me a pH meter, and Franchomme and Penoel listed some data, so I started taking readings too. It just seemed like the thing to do. Now, years later, I know that even these two academic gentlemen recognize the vibrational aspects of aromatherapy and the link with the plant and human worlds. Dr. Penoel, in particular, has pursued this area of study, as evidenced in his later work.

        After L’Aromathérapie exactemente I had no choice but to pursue my own experiments. My family, my friends, my dogs, and virtually every single client began to receive hydrosols as part of their aromatherapy treatments. My fridge was filled with bottles from top to bottom. Hydrosols went into every glass of water, on every pore of skin, in most body orifices, and in all my recipes, and they were combined and blended in the same way that I worked with oils. By early 1997 I had a fairly clear understanding of the properties of my original twenty, plus another handful, and was beginning to feel that I needed a new approach and some additional science to back up my experiments.

        Kurt Schnaubelt

        Enter Kurt Schnaubelt. Schnaubelt’s approach to life, the universe, and aromatherapy appeals to me. His excellent conferences bring together presenters from many fields and modalities, creating a bigger picture for aromatherapy within the context of holistic health. During his intensive course he explained the science of aromatherapy in an accessible way, never getting stuck in rigid paradigms. Schnaubelt lets nature and the intention of the products play their part, promoting the view that flexibility is key when dealing with aromatics. As a chemist he knows better than most the importance of working from an informed position, and as a humanist he honors all of life and what it means to be alive. As he says in his 1999 book Medical Aromatherapy, “It is the most blatant admission of hubris, that scientific proof amounts to the act of creation.”

        With more science under my belt I finally understood why bay leaf hydrosol clears swollen lymph nodes in breast tissue and why green myrtle hydrosol can be put in the eyes. The connection between homeopathy and hydrosols also became clearer. Hydrosols can be seen as microdoses of oil, and if used in the manner prescribed by Grosjean and others, this microdose is further diluted in water. In homeopathy, the more you dilute, the stronger the remedy. When you drink a liter of water containing hydrosols over the course of a day, you are taking multiple microdoses of your “remedy.” In homeopathy, multiple doses at frequent intervals are the most powerful and potent way to take remedies. And as Schnaubelt points out, a microdose can achieve the same thing as a megadose in the appropriate situation.

        There are many people and hundreds of events that have influenced my learning path and direction in the world of aromatherapy, but in the context of hydrosols, my encounters with Grosjean, Penoel, Franchomme, and Schnaubelt have most dramatically altered my thinking.

      

      
        WHAT IS A HYDROSOL?

        The word hydrosol is a chemistry term meaning “water solution.” It is derived from the Latin hydro, meaning “water,” and sol, for “solution.” The chemistry term does not refer specifically to a distillate and can be applied to any aqueous solution.

        In the world of aromatherapy, hydrosols are also known as hydrolates, hydrolats, floral waters, and plant waters. Hydrolate uses hydro, “water,” and late, from the French lait, for “milk.” When a hydrolate first comes off the still, and often for some time afterward, it will be slightly milky, owing to the quantity and nature of the various plant substances and essential oils dissolved in the water. All of these terms are basically interchangeable, and to avoid boredom they will all be used throughout the book. However, I should say that I am less fond of the term flower or floral water for a number of reasons. First, hydrosols do not come just from flowers any more than essential oils come only from flowers. Roots, bark, branches, wood, needles and leaves, even fruit and seeds can produce both oils and hydrosols. Thus hydrosols are not strictly “flower” or “floral” waters.

        I would propose the following definition for aromatherapy purposes: “Hydrosols are the condensate water coproduced during the steam- or hydro-distillation of plant material for aroma-therapeutic purposes.” A longer definition would add, “Usually the distillation is undertaken to obtain the essential oils contained in the plant material, but occasionally the distillation is undertaken specifically to produce the plant water that results. Hydrosol production should use certified organic or pesticide- and chemical-free plant material harvested in a sustainable manner and composed of one distinct identifiable botanical species only. The distillation should be slow and under low or atmospheric pressure over sustained periods and use pure, uncontaminated water to preserve all the therapeutic components of the plant material, with an intention that the products produced be for therapeutic use without further processing.”

        Although hydrosols have been around for as long as distillation has and may even have been the intended product for which distillation was invented, their use in aromatherapy is still quite new. But bearing in mind that all essential-oil production has hydrosols as a coproduct, it is safe to assume that as interest continues to grow the variety and availability of these products will also grow. I have received samples of no fewer than twenty “new” hydrosols in the past six months alone.

        I also think of hydrosols as holograms of the plant. The concept of the interconnectedness of the entire universe is not new, and it shows up everywhere, from quantum physics to Amazonian shamanic practice. Viewing this interconnectedness as one big hologram, where every tiny part actually contains all the information of the whole, seems perfectly reasonable. In holistic health we view the body as a whole, all parts affected by each other and all parts equally affected by the world in which we live. Now go one step further and consider that the world in which we live is, in turn, affected by the universe in which it exists, and the universe is affected by whatever may be next up the ladder. These are the basic concepts found throughout the religious and philosophical history of humankind, even throughout our evolutionary history, some might say. The term holistic is derived from the word hologram. And the hologram is so clear that acupuncture has, for nearly five thousand years, seen the whole of the body in the ear; reflexology sees it in the feet and hands; iridology in the eye; and researchers in Germany have developed a database that can scan the fingerprints of parents to look for any of nearly fifty distinctive patterns known to be linked to hereditary health problems.1

        Hydrosols contain all of the plant in every drop, just like a hologram. Here we have the water-soluble components, the essential-oil molecules, the very fluid that was flowing through the plant cells when the plant was collected. It’s all there in a matrix of water that is so much more than water, one of the most recognized holographic substances in healing.

        Another way of looking at this is to think of hydrosols as fractals. Several years ago I presented a paper at the Third Aromatherapy Conference on Therapeutic Uses of Essential Oils in San Francisco. Another speaker, Dorothy L. Severns, talked about fractals and chaos theory in relation to health and healing. As she spoke I was transfixed by the implications of her subject. “Nature is full of locally unpredictable, but wholistically stable, non-linear systems. These dynamic processes produce non-Euclidean geometric shapes which are called fractal.”2 Nature is inherently fractal: “Trees with their branching and sub-branching forms are classically fractal.”3 What may appear to be a chaotic form can be seen, when viewed as a fractal, to have an order that is so complex and advanced that it is not necessarily visible through normal observations. The human heartbeat is an irregular rhythm, but analyzed over a long period it will show the inherent patterns deep within this chaos. The energy field over the chakras, when measured, will also display this chaos pattern. Nonlocal similarities are also evident in the body, where each system is doing its own thing, say cell metabolism, which will be locally different from the liver to the skin to the lungs but holistically similar because together these organs make up the functioning of the whole body. In fact, there is significant new research indicating that disease is often heralded by a move toward regularity, or periodicity. Severns states, “Indeed this decomplexification of systems with disease may be a defining feature of pathology.” Since synthetic compounds exhibit little or no fractal nature, it can be assumed that the complexity of essential oils is what allows them to work when these substances fall short. “It appears that some molecules, or more exactly, some systems of molecules, are capable of fine-tuning human subtle and energetic health, as well as the health of the physical body. It seems reasonable to suppose that consciousness itself is a fractal process which may be enhanced by the use of fractal agents.”4 Fractals and chaos theory have only become understandable through the incredible analytic capabilities of computers and the genius of the human imagination. Hydrosols, I believe, are also inherently fractal.

        I first saw the Mandelbrot set, perhaps the most famous fractal images, in the mid-1980s, when chaos theory was influencing people such as Brian Eno and other ambient musicians of the time. With the aid of a computer, I could move in, around, and out of the kaleidoscopic images, following patterns and threads that unfolded from within themselves. Hearing Severns speak, my mind flowed into the waters, seeing the same seemingly chaotic patterns, yet understanding that therein lay a much deeper order, far beyond my current understanding but integral to how the waters worked on the human body. The water has taken a new shape and form, carrying both the physical and vibrational image and dimensions of the plant and indeed of the entire universe through the plant. The fractal patterns of the body naturally responded to these subtleties, adding them to and absorbing them into its own healthy chaos. I was elated.

        It is also worth talking about water here for a minute. I often joke that hydrosols are just water, as this is a refrain I have often heard since I began working with these substances five years ago. But they are not water, or perhaps more correctly, they are not just water. Hydrosols are amazing liquids with taste and smell and chemical makeup and therapeutic properties. They are not the same as herb teas or tinctures; they are not decoctions, macerations, or infusions; they are distillates, and they are as unique a product as any of the others I have mentioned. But they are also water, and that fact gives them a range of applications more diverse than those of many other phytotherapeutic substances. For more on water, turn to chapter 2.

      

      
        WHAT ISN’T A HYDROSOL?

        Now that we know what hydrosols are, let’s look at what they are not. They are not distilled, spring, or tap water with essential oils added. Nor are they water and essential oils combined with a dispersant (alcohol or glycerin) to dissolve the oils in water. Water with fragrance oil or other synthetic compounds added to it is not hydrosol, nor are the cohobated distillation waters, with the exception of rose and melissa, which are virtually unavailable in any other form. (Cohobation means the hydrosols are recycled repeatedly through the plant material in the still to extract the maximum amount of water-soluble components.)

        One product on the market called French Rose Water contains the following ingredients: aqueous extract of rose, imidazolidinyl urea, methyl paraben, carmine, and French rose essence concentrate. This is definitely not a hydrosol!

        Many aromatherapy books describe ways to “make your own hydrosols” by mixing essential oils and water, but if you are not distilling plant material in a still, you are not making a hydrosol. No ifs, ands, or buts. A true hydrosol does contain both essential oil and water, but that is only a fraction of what is in it, and you cannot extract all the other ingredients, or the aroma, by combining water and oil. Besides, the water and oil don’t mix. Distillation does not release any of the alkaloids that alcohol extraction draws out; therefore, tinctures mixed with water are also not a replication of hydrosols.

        Every liter of hydrosol contains between 0.05 and 0.2 milliliter of dissolved essential oil, depending on the water solubility of the plant’s components and the distillation parameters. However, the essential oils in solution in a hydrosol will, when analyzed, show a chemical profile different from that of the pure oil from the same run. Why? Because some of the chemicals in the essential oil are just too lipophilic (oil loving) to stay in the water and others are just too hydrophilic (water loving) to stay in the oil; therefore, are found only in the hydrosol. Furthermore, each product is unique. Hydrosols contain water-soluble substances from the plant material, such as those you would obtain in making a decoction or tea. These water-soluble components are not found in the essential oils and are made up primarily of water-soluble acids. Therefore, mixing plain water and essential oil gives you only half the story, at best.

        The essential oils found in hydrosols are frequently in solution, meaning that they are not visible on the surface and do not separate out of the water. It is for this reason that a cohobated hydrosol is undesirable, since in cohobation the majority of the essential-oil microdrops will bind together and become big enough to separate from the hydrosol, improving oil yield but reducing the therapeutic ingredients in the water.

        Finally, there is the key issue of pH. Hydrosols have a wide range of pH but are always on the acid end of the scale, ranging from a low of 2.9 to a high of around 6.5. Distilled water has a neutral 7.0 pH, and tap water can have an alkaline pH of up to 8.0, depending on where you live. Essential oils have a pH somewhere between 5.0 and 5.8; thus, in combination with water, they will have a midrange 5.0 to 7.0 pH, eliminating the particular benefits that very acid waters can provide.

      

      
        FAKES AND ADULTERATION

        Over the past few years, more and more people have begun selling hydrosols. This is wonderful news, since an ever increasing number of varieties are becoming available. However, I am constantly amazed by what I am offered in the way of fakes. Take jasmine, for instance. Jasmine is gorgeous, and I am not such a purist that I avoid solvent-extracted absolutes, as some French aroma-therapists are known to do. However, there is no distillation involved in the production of jasmine absolute, which involves a purely chemical extraction process, and therefore there is no hydrosol. What is being sold as jasmine hydrosol is either a totally synthetic product or a mixture of water and jasmine absolute. Manufacturers in India do produce a unique product called attar of jasmine, which involves the hydro-distillation of jasmine flowers in a base of sandalwood oil. This production method, which has not changed for centuries, does produce a jasmine water, but it is not widely available and may never be. The samples I have received are very beautiful but retain much of the sandalwood personality. Perhaps one day we will have a real jasmine hydrosol; a recent sample has given me high hopes, but for now it is mainly a myth, and a chemical one at that.

        Other common fakes are the citrus, for example, orange, lemon, tangerine, and grapefruit. These oils are cold-expressed from the zest or peel without distillation, and therefore no hydrosols exist for these fruits. I was shocked recently to read a paper by a well-known, highly qualified aromatherapist and M.D. that repeatedly mentioned citrus-rind hydrosols. Heaven knows what products the paper is referring to because they are certainly not true hydrosols. One intrepid distiller I know has managed to produce an orange-zest hydrosol from the dried peels of the Valencia orange, which is a most extraordinary accomplishment. So who knows what the future will bring, but for now you can be sure that most citrus waters are not hydrosols. Lime oil is occasionally steam-distilled, and I have encountered lime hydrosol once or twice, but as the provenance was unknown and commercially grown citrus fruit is heavily sprayed with chemicals, I opted not to use this hydrosol for therapeutic applications. What is available is hydrosol of citrus leaf, or petitgrain. The waters of mandarin orange, Clementine orange, and lemon leaves are particularly desirable and have profound appetite-stimulating properties that are very useful in treating eating disorders and appetite loss caused by pharmaceutical medication.

        Then there is rose, sublime rose. Rose hydrosol does exist, of course, but many of the products on the market are synthetic and produced for use in the food and flavor industry. Also remember the subject of cohobation: there is a depth of flavor and scent to uncohobated rosewater that, once tried, is never mistaken, but it is hard to find and you must be willing to pay more for it. If rosewater is not cohobated during distillation the resulting essential oil is incomplete chemically, aromatically, and therapeutically, and the already infinitesimal yield further reduced. For these reasons uncohobated rose is very rare and most of us must buy the cohobated hydrosol—which in this case is not really a hardship! Some small distillers who do not have enough roses to produce essential oil are distilling their flowers only for the hydrosol, which is most exquisite, and because they are not producing oil, they do not cohobate. Rose is so much in demand, however, that much of the real rosewater available is now produced from dried rose petals or flowers. It is nice, tastes good, and smells sweet, but it pales in comparison to a distillate from fresh flowers. Rose petals are extremely delicate; the smell of dried roses compared with that of fresh Rosa damascena or R. centifolia will give you an idea of the difference in the water products.

        So it seems that hydrosols are a bit of a tricky business. They are still a little hard to find, especially in true therapeutic grade, but then so are therapeutic-grade essential oils. There is still much less known about them than about the oils, and their primary use up to now has been in cosmetic products and aesthetic treatments. But hydrosols offer so much scope and benefit that they are worth pursuing, and I hope the information in this book will broaden their appeal for all their myriad applications.

        In the meantime, let’s examine our definition of what hydrosols are a little more closely.

      

      
        THE DESIRED QUALITY PARAMETERS

        I came to know hydrosols as a coproduct of the distillation of essential oils. Therefore the parameters that I have followed in selecting and judging quality in a hydrosol are the same as those that I use for oils.

        I have always believed that anyone working with natural products must bear in mind environmental issues and, in fact, should cultivate a relationship with the living planet and the energetic elements: earth, air, fire, water, and spirit. The environmentalist David Suzuki, in his book The Sacred Balance, devotes an entire chapter to each of the elements and another to love. From his point of view, we are the air we breathe, the earth from which our food and medicine come, the water from which we are born and of which our bodies are made, and the fire that is the spark that animates all life. I share this view and will talk about aromatherapy and hydrosols in the context of this same philosophy. Our health is inextricably linked to the health of the planet, Gaia, and we cannot isolate what we do and our pursuit of health into a merely personal experience; it is a global experience, a spiritual path, and a serious responsibility.

        The following are the parameters that I have always adhered to in selecting and evaluating quality in aromatherapy products:

        
[image: image]One single, botanically specific plant

        
[image: image]Certified organic or biodynamic agriculture

        
[image: image]Chemical-free agriculture

        
[image: image]Sustainably wild-crafted and tested for chemical contaminants

        
[image: image]Distilled or extracted specifically for therapeutic use

        
[image: image]Stored and transported to maintain therapeutic values

        One Single, Botanically Specific Plant

        Plant-based products for therapeutic applications must be derived from one single, botanically specific source. If we look at peppermint, we see that it is just one of many mints, including spearmint, corn mint, pennyroyal, orange mint, apple mint, and so on. Botanically specific peppermint oil or hydrosol must come from a distillation of Mentha piperita alone. Weeds are contaminants, as are other kinds of mints, since they contain chemicals and aromatic compounds that affect both the smell and the properties of the final product.

        There are also many varieties of peppermint, and each has different chemical structures. The country of origin, rainfall, temperature, altitude, insect and pest interaction, method of agriculture, and use of chemicals are factors that further influence these differences. Distillers of plants destined for use in therapeutic applications must be able to ensure not only that it is just peppermint that they harvest but that it is the desired variety. Most aromatherapists prefer Mentha piperita var. Mitcham for therapeutic use. Its fragrance is soft and sweet, and chemically it is low in the ketone menthone and the oxide menthofurane but high in the desirable alcohol menthol. Once available only from Europe, this type of peppermint is now produced in the United States.

        Certified Organic or Biodynamic Agriculture

        Ideally, certified organic plant material should be used in the making of hydrosols and oils. A second choice would be chemical-free plant material, sometimes called noncertified organic. Noncertified organic is becoming more widely available as farmers move toward organic certification but have not been chemical-free long enough to become certified, a process that takes anywhere from three to seven years, depending on the country.

        There are now many recognized and respected organic certification organizations around the world, and they have strict guidelines that must be met before they will give out their seal of approval. Any legitimate dealer who claims to have certified organic products will provide the name of his or her certification agency and can usually provide copies of his or her certificates upon request. Most of the organic growers in Europe are certified by an independent body called Ecocert, but there are also soil associations in most countries and some government agencies that certify organic products.

        The requirements for certification are many. The soil where the plant material is grown must be tested and confirmed to be free from chemical applications for a specified number of years (this differs from country to country and agency to agency). Seeds must come from organically cultivated plants and must not be treated with fungicides, pesticides, growth hormones, or other chemicals; in some organizations seeds from nonorganically grown but chemical-free sources are permitted. Cultivation of the plants from the moment of seed germination must be free of synthetic or chemical applications, and fertilizers must be natural composts or manures from (ideally) organically raised animals. Many distillers use the “muka,” or waste, from the distillation as fertilizer, creating a natural cycle and returning to the earth that which was taken out. Weeding, which is achieved on most farms by the use of herbicides and weed killers, must instead be undertaken by hand and by the use of mulch. Plastic and fiber mulching sheets have been developed for just this purpose, and interesting discoveries about plant behavior have come from the use of these mulch sheets. Tomatoes, it appears, are highly competitive plants, and by using red mulch sheets under the plants, growers can use the tomatoes’ competitiveness to promote the production of more fruit.

        So you can see that not only is organic farming labor intensive and complex but the certification of these methods is also extremely difficult. Farmers pay a lot of money to receive their certificate; it is the only way that certification organizations like Ecocert, Demeter, and others can afford to operate. If the process did not pay for itself, certification agencies would have to turn to corporate or government financing, which might influence the process or criteria. Again, the cost of certification must be factored into the price of the final products.

        There are also associations, like Demeter, that certify biodynamically grown plant material. The biodynamic growing process goes one step beyond organic growing in that every aspect of cultivation, from germination and planting to weeding, composting, mulching, and harvesting, is done in accordance with the natural rhythms of the earth, the planets, and the plants themselves. Some biodynamic farmers play music to the crops and talk to them to promote growth and, of course, ask permission before harvest. In the days before artificial fertilizers, herbicides, and pesticides, all plant material was either harvested from the wild or grown organically. It made sense to follow the cycles of the moon, the seasons, the rains, the movement of animals and peoples. In ancient Egypt the flooding of the Nile controlled the cycles of life; you simply couldn’t plant when your farm was under four feet of water. But when the Nile receded, it left behind several inches of fertile mud on the fields, which helped not only to feed the crops but to retain moisture during the hot dry months that followed. The annual movement of the Nile was part of the very fabric of life, and even the pharaoh’s power was judged on the abundance of the yearly flood. So biodynamics include the rhythms of human beings as well.

        However, with the advent of modern agricultural techniques and the proliferation of chemical treatments for every aspect of plant production, organic and biodynamic practice all but vanished. Happily, for the last thirty years or so, movements in Europe and Australia have encouraged organic growing practices and the biodynamic cultivation of plants for food and health, and thousands of farmers in North America, both large- and small-scale, are also returning to these time-tested methods. In late June 2000, the U.S. Department of Agriculture closed its public comment period before announcing national standards and definitions for organic growing throughout the United States. A giant leap for humankind!

        Although the use of chemicals on plant material designated for human consumption is regulated to some degree, many chemicals were approved decades ago. The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) in the United States admits that if applications for some of these chemicals were filed today, they would be turned down. But new chemicals are approved every year, and it is often only with the twenty-twenty vision of hindsight that we see problems of toxicity to the environment and ourselves. Fortunately, some of the most destructive chemicals have been removed from the market, and we are a little more careful these days. DDT is a case in point. Banned in 1978 in the United States, DDT was originally considered safe, although we now know how incredibly toxic it is to both humans and the environment. However, a recent major infestation in eastern Canadian conifers prompted some to suggest that DDT be brought back. Fortunately, the idea was rejected.

        Chemical-Free Agriculture

        Even if we assume that agrichemicals are safe, they are frequently used in ways other than those expressly indicated. For instance, in the early 1990s a survey of foods in the United Kingdom found that lettuces contained many times the allowable limit of chemicals, indicating that they had been sprayed just before harvest, although manufacturers’ recommendations suggested that spraying be ceased at least seven to ten days prior to harvest. The chemicals did not have any time to leach out of the lettuce and were being consumed in nice healthy salads. Unpeeled carrots were also a danger for the same reason. Peeling the carrots was shown to remove the majority of the residual chemicals and thus render them fit for human consumption. There is no way to point the finger of blame, since farmers frequently do not understand the full implications of agrichemicals on foodstuffs and health, while manufacturers may not do enough to advertise the possible dangers, and the governments do nothing but talk.

        In his book Seeds of Change: The Living Treasure, Kenny Ausubel states, “Eighty percent of the known health risks come from thirteen pesticides on fifteen crops and products. Of greatest concern are tomatoes, beef, potatoes, oranges, lettuce, apples, peaches, pork, wheat, soybeans, beans, carrots, chicken, corn, and grapes. Broccoli, whose crucial health benefits are well documented, is treated with fifteen separate chemicals and it can’t be peeled. Apples can have up to a hundred different pesticides on them, seventy on bell peppers and a hundred on tomatoes.”5

        We know from clinical analyses that plant materials grown under modern chemical-farming conditions retain chemicals. When distilled, the plant material components are extracted and condensed, and therefore the chemical residue becomes concentrated. What may be acceptable levels in a plant could easily become highly unacceptable levels when concentrated in essential oils or hydrosols.

        The Canadian Ministry of Agriculture and a number of universities are now working jointly on studies assessing the effects of organic versus conventional farming. In a paper titled “Effects of Organic and Conventional Production Systems on Yield and Active Ingredient Concentration of Medicinal Plants,” researchers at Laval University “examined the influence of three organic production systems and one conventional production system on dry matter yield and active ingredient concentrations.” Using thyme, Thymus vulgaris; horehound, Marrubium vulgare; and German chamomile, Matricaria recutita, “preliminary results showed that dry matter yield was higher with the conventional production system for all species and active ingredient concentration was higher in the organic systems for thyme and horehound. Higher active ingredient concentration in these two species was obtained in the organic-biodynamic system.”6 As the issue of standardized extracts and “active ingredients” becomes critical to the mainstream scientific acceptance of botanical products, it is most satisfying to note that organic and biodynamic systems can produce more of what we want from a plant than chemical farming can. Quality, not quantity, is what we get from organics.

        Then there is the issue of the environmental effects of conventional agriculture. The earth is already very polluted; we know that all too well. The air, the water, the soil, from the Arctic to the Antarctic, even out in the middle of the oceans, is polluted. These contaminants are affecting our health both directly and indirectly. The rise in environmental sensitivities, asthma, allergies, eczema, psoriasis, chronic fatigue, colitis, and even cancer is being researched for possible links to pollutants. Pollution is killing us, and we cannot expect to use conventionally farmed products full of these same chemicals if we wish to benefit our health. So be nice to yourself and the planet: buy organic.

        Genetically Modified Plants

        Another reason to buy organic is the issue of genetic modification or engineering of foodstuffs. The hot topic as we move into the new millennium is “Frankenfoods,” science’s answer to modern agriculture’s problems of supply and demand, or so it is said. The public backlash to genetic modification of food is in full swing. In an article from the Manchester Guardian in the summer of 1999, Joanna Blythman writes, “Recently, the Tories have intensified their efforts, demanding food labeling to be extended to cover all GM [genetically modified] ingredients (including derivatives, and additives); obligatory labeling on animal feedstuffs, so that GM ingredients cannot continue to be anonymously included in feed (as is happening at present); statutory, not voluntary, regulation of field trials; and a public register of these trials. . . . All UK supermarkets and leading food brands have now deserted the sinking ship, and are pulling the plug on GM ingredients. What started as a steady trickle has become a flood, with recent high-profile defections including Nestle, Unilever, Cadbury.”7 The fast-food chain McDonalds removed over twenty genetically modified “ingredients” from its U.K. items in response to the public protest. However, these same GM products have not been removed in North America.

        The most pertinent issue in genetic engineering seems to be the destruction of the natural biodiversity of the planet, particularly within food crops. Biologists warn of the potential problems: “Variety is not only the spice of life, but the very staff of life. Diversity is nature’s fail-safe mechanism against extinction. Any Banker recommends a diversified portfolio in case one stock fails.”8 Combine this with the increasing interdependence of chemical farming and the new bioengineered crops with a view to the bottom line and you have a complex problem for which there is no easy solution. It is not that farmers and agribusiness companies don’t deserve to make a profit; everyone does. However, no one deserves to make a profit at the expense of whole nations or, worse, the earth herself. Genetically engineered food is patented. Farmers can be fined or sent to jail for keeping seed to replant the next year. The April 1999 issue of Harper’s magazine reprinted a letter that agribusiness giant Monsanto sent to thirty thousand farmers the previous year. The letter warned farmers that “saving and replanting seeds from genetically engineered crops constitutes ‘piracy.’”9 Now consider that sales of Roundup Ready soybeans, a GM crop, have gone from one million acres in 1996 to over thirty-five million acres in 1999 and the predicament of farmers becomes clear.

        The same article also mentions that Monsanto, “since 1996, spent $6 billion acquiring seed companies like Cargill International Seed ($1.4 billion) and DeKalb Genetics ($2.3 billion). Rival DuPont followed suit by spinning off its petroleum division, Conoco, and forming a $1.7 billion ‘research alliance’ with Pioneer Hi-Bred International, the world’s largest seed company.”10 Tim Yeo, the U.K. agriculture minister, also quoted in the Manchester Guardian, says, “Far from GM crops being a way of improving food supplies, there is a risk that their introduction is intended mainly to enhance the market position of a small number of companies, I believe that both Britain and Europe could secure a commercial advantage if a completely segregated source of GM crops can be preserved.”11

        Of course, if you live in a tiny rural village in Indonesia where twenty varieties of rice have traditionally been grown, then the impact of both chemical farming and patented genetically engineered foods is even more extreme. These farmers can become permanently in debt to the owners of the seed patents, forced to buy seed that they can’t afford every year, forced to buy the chemicals that this seed needs to grow; and meanwhile they lose the natural biodiversity of their habitat and diet. The water, their drinking supply, becomes polluted with the chemicals. And either the pests develop some immunity to the chemicals over time or their natural predators, who would in most years keep the pests under check, succumb to the toxicity of the pollutants. It’s a nasty, vicious circle.

        It is, of course, the ultimate irony. As Garrison Wilkes of the University of Massachusetts says, “The products of agro-technology are displacing the source upon which the technology is based. It is analogous to takings stones from the foundation to repair the roof.”12 The problems of monoculture agriculture have been devastating for humankind since they began. Here is a partial list of the human, environmental, and economic disasters that have resulted from monoculture farming and the erosion of biodiversity in agriculture:

        
[image: image]1840s: Irish potato blight; 2 million die in the famine

        
[image: image]1860s: Vine diseases cripple Europe’s wine industry
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[image: image]1946: U.S. oat crop devastated by fungus epidemic

        
[image: image]1950s: Wheat stem rust devastates U.S. harvest

        
[image: image]1970: Maize fungus threatens 80 percent of U.S. corn hectarage.13

        Is it worth the cost, both monetary and environmental, to pursue this line of research and thinking? Surely we can read the writing on the wall, and we must have the ability to respond, to be responsible, in a more appropriate way to the demands of the future.

        Sustainably Wild-Crafted and Tested for Chemical Contaminants

        If you can’t find organic hydrosols and essential oils, the next-best choice is those that are sustain-ably wild-crafted. Sustainable means that the species can withstand harvesting and still proliferate. It does not mean we take all we can see of a species without thinking; remember the dodo!

        The Canadian distillers with whom I work extensively on hydrosols hire only extremely skilled pickers, people who live on and with the land, to harvest their wild plants. Unskilled and cheap labor would not only pick any old plant but pick without regard to the health of the individual plant and the plant community. As with some animals, there is a critical mass to plant populations, and when the population falls below a certain point, it will become extinct. The Canadian distillers also discovered that although branches from trees felled for timber could be used in distilling, the branches needed to be cut by hand, not ripped from the trunk by the huge stripping machines. The logging industry always wasted the branches, but the oil is unusable for therapy unless some individual care has been applied to the harvest. Mechanical stripping strips the therapeutic properties from the plant and also introduces pollutants such as lubricants from the machinery. There is more to wild-crafting than meets the eye.

        Nature’s balance is already under threat from pollution, destruction of biospheres like the rain forests and wetlands, destruction of natural biodiversity, genetically altered plant material that kills insects, and who knows what else. If we truly wish to sustain the balance while harvesting from the wild, it is indeed a craft that we must practice. Old friends of mine who have made a sustainable business from wild-crafting are owners of the Algonquin Tea Company. They express what we all feel:

        Wild-Crafters as Emissaries for Nature

        We feel privileged to be wild-crafters. Jokingly, we would say we’re priest and priestess, bringing forth the healing spirit of the goddess Gaia for the people. Part of our inheritance, as keepers of the earth faith, is the responsibility to reciprocate. These days, with the dramatic increase in development, resource extraction, pollution, and climate change, it is debatable whether picking wild plants for commercial use should be legal. Here we make the practical and ethical distinction between wild-crafting and simply harvesting from the wilderness. The tradition of wild-crafting may be defined by two interlaced practices. The first movement involves catching a surplus from the land’s perennial tides of abundance. The other act is to aid in the earth’s spontaneous regenerative cycles. In the harvest/regenerative relationship we must know when to go forward and when to back off; the ancient and reciprocal relationship of wild-crafting draws from, and gives to, the land.

        Perhaps the most obvious benefit of wild-crafting is that it provides our huge urban family with the healing essence of the natural world. A less obvious part of the relationship is that in harvesting plants from wild areas we give “value” to these areas, ultimately helping to ensure the preservation of these sacred places. Another, perhaps even more subtle but essential, aspect of traditional wild-crafting is that it perpetuates and preserves our primal relationship with the healing deities of the plants and land. In working with a place and its plants, we reproduce the original healing experience. From this perspective, the aromatherapy tradition owes its healing abilities to our ancestral/ primordial relationship with the land and its plant expressions of healing and regenerative energy. As humanity’s gift and purpose may lie in our consciousness and role as earth stewards, the gift and purpose of the plant people is the healing and regeneration of the earth and all her children. As we reenter this circle of relations by using the harvested plant, we can experience the openness of desert sage, the comforting rush of a rich pine or eucalyptus forest, or the sweet, mysterious musk of pond lilies in summer bloom. In the use of plant essences we evoke the earth’s healing forces. In the traditional act of harvesting, we consummate our relationship with the plant. Wild-crafting is an art of sensitivity, care, and knowledge older than “agriculture.” These practices, which are still being carried on by native people in remote areas, are based on an environmental ethic of give-and-take.

        When we take from the land, it must be gently and reasonably; then we must give back, so the land can regenerate for future generations of life. To “take reasonably” we must be guided by our common sense and not greed. For example, if we find a plot of ginseng or goldenseal and know it takes three to ten years to grow roots of harvestable size, then reason tells us that at the very most, if the plot seems healthy and productive, we may take as much as one in three or as little as one in ten plants per year, depending on the rate of regeneration. Each plant in each case will dictate what should be taken. With some plants, like comfrey or mint, we may be able to harvest up to half the above-ground growth four to twelve times per year, on nine out of ten plants (always leaving 10 percent for seed).

        An increasingly common situation, where dramatic harvesting practice may take place, is in areas of development or logging. It is very important to keep an eye on these locales and develop a relationship with the landowners and/or the workers. These situations may provide unusually large amounts of harvestable materials (as are generally needed for the production of essential oils). When trees are being cut or land is being cleared, everything from the branches down to undergrowth plants is plowed under, burned, or left to fry in the sun. In such cases tons of bark and/or leaf material may be gathered with little additional cost to the already dramatically altered ecology. We don’t see this as mercenary but as wise use. The other side of relationships with “land developers” is twofold. If developers are outright abusing the land, you are there to call them on it or if necessary blow the whistle. Or you can use a more subtle means of influencing the “development.” For example, a landowner told us about an area which had been clear-cut and where he thought blue cohosh grew in abundance. We identified the plant and potential harvesting area and then talked to him in order to get a picture of the land’s history. Knowing that the cohosh that was inside the cut line (destined to be lawn) was doomed, we waited till midsummer, when the plants had borne fruit and were starting to fade, and then harvested 100 percent of the plant. Where other plants survived in the forest shade, we scratched up some areas and seeded at least five times as much as we had harvested. Generally in a wild area you would harvest only one in five blue cohosh. The landowner in this case received 10 percent of the funds raised from the sale of the plant material. The landowner may get from 2 to 50 percent of the harvest’s value, depending on the abundance of the plant and the difficulty of harvesting and processing.

        The next year the same gentleman phoned us again and asked if we were interested in mullein, which was now growing in the spot where the cohosh had been, healing the overexposed land. We went and harvested half the aerial leaves but left all the plants to flower and seed so that they could become part of the meadow culture which the owner had now been convinced might be more profitable and beautiful than a lawn.14

        In many parts of the world wild-crafting is the only way to gather plants. Either land is too expensive, the soil is too poor, or the crop is not valuable enough to make farming an option. In Madagascar, for instance, much of the island is (or was) jungle rain forest, the population predominantly rural, and wealth unevenly distributed. However, Madagascar produces many unique plants and beautiful essential oils and has some very good distillers, so a mix of approaches exists. In 1998 one company began a special project with cinnamon leaf oil. The main impetus was not the value of the leaf oil, less than one-fourth of the value of the bark oil, but the desire to discourage the killing of the cinnamon tree. Cinnamon bark is valuable in any form, so valuable that it is common practice to uproot the tree and hack out the roots, which look and smell much like the bark and are used as a cheap adulterant of cinnamon bark products. Of course, this kills the tree. Madagascar rain forests are just as fragile as any other, and the widespread destruction of cinnamon trees and all that grew near them allowed severe erosion and other environmental damage to occur. The solution was to give value to something that only a living tree produced . . . the leaves. Now pickers can be convinced to harvest leaf and bark in a sustainable manner and leave the tree alive for future harvests. Further value has been given to the crop through the sale of the cinnamon leaf hydrosol.

        It is this kind of professional integrity that we should look for in the producers of hydrosols and essential oils. Of course, many countries have a difficult history that makes environmental concerns regarding wild-crafted plants take on a whole new picture. Who can say what residue may exist in soil, water, and plants in war-ravaged or overindustrialized countries? Can modern testing methods ensure that the plant products from these regions are clean and truly health giving? Can people even afford the tests? When will the law actually regulate the use of chemicals and pollutants based on a belief that people and the planet, not just profits, must be protected? When will we start to consider the complex interaction of these elements in the products we choose to use for our health? The wings of a butterfly can change the weather; the choices we make today will determine our future.
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