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PART ONE

Introduction to Essential Oils



WHAT ARE ESSENTIAL OILS?

The simplest way to describe essential oils is by their function: essential oils are essentially a plant’s own medicine and communication system. They help plants ward off disease and invaders, and to heal themselves when they get damaged. Essential oils also allow plants to attract animals that help plants with pollination. Essential oils exist within the leaves, flowers, stems, roots, berries, resin, and bark of plants.

Scientifically, essential oils are complex secondary metabolites. This means, they are not the building blocks of the plant such as proteins and carbohydrates, but are made by the plant for its benefit. Secondary metabolites do not feed the plants, nor are they mandatory for their daily survival. However, secondary metabolites have developed to increase the long-term survival of individual plants and their species as a whole. Secondary metabolites are unique to certain plant groups as opposed to primary metabolites that are found in all plant species. Besides aromatic essential oils, a common secondary metabolite is pigmentation. Pigments attract or repel animals, as well as protect plants from sun damage and fruits from spoilage. Essential oils also perform these functions and many others.

Essential oils are also not singular compounds; they are instead a mixture of many, many chemical constituents that work together to benefit the plant. While each compound itself has certain benefits, the essential oil as a whole is more effective than the individual compounds. This synergistic effect also takes place between different essential oils when they are used in combination. Gas spectrometers are often used to break essential oils down to assess their individual compounds. The names of many of these compounds are listed with the most common essential oils in this book, but there are certain types of compounds that are found in most essential oils. The most prevalent compounds in essential oils are terpenes, which are hydrocarbon molecules with a different amounts of hydrogen atoms (which give them their classifications), but always ten carbon atoms. Other compounds and molecules commonly found in essential oils include alcohols, aldehydes, ethers, ketones, alkaloids, and acids.

In order to retrieve these compounds and use them beneficially for humans, we either cold-press them out of rinds or flowers, use solvents to extract them, or most commonly, we use steam distillation to retrieve them. These processes purify the essential oils, also known as essence oils or volatile oils, and condense them down into a potent mixture of compounds.

WHY USE ESSENTIAL OILS?

There are a slew of reasons why you should use essential oils, but simply put the main reason is because they are good for you. Essential oils work with your body instead of against it. Human beings have co-evolved alongside the plants that are used for their essential oils. Since prehistoric times, humans have been using plants as medicine, and essential oils are the concentrated form of these plants.

The ways in which essential oils benefit us, and how we have used them for generations, is wide and varied. Essential oils can heal wounds; relieve indigestion; kill and inhibit bacteria, viruses, fungi, and parasites; reduce inflammation; detoxify the liver; act as antioxidants by reducing free radicals; relieve pain; soothe irritation; improve mood by reducing stress, anxiety, and depression; help the lymphatic system; repel pests; stimulate our minds; relax our bodies, minds, and muscles; help us sleep; reduce muscle spasms; act as an astringent; deodorize; prevent and reduce the growth of cancer cells; encourage mucus loosening in the lungs; act as a diuretic; reduce blood pressure; affect the nervous system; increase feelings of attraction; increase circulation; stimulate hormone production; and much, much more. Research is still being done on all the benefits of essential oils.

The methodology in which essential oils perform these functions is an important part of why they are beneficial to humans in addition to the plants they derive from. Typical medications are an important part of personal health and many of these medications are derived from plants. Much of the research done on essential oils focuses on their antimicrobial functions against gram-negative (having a thin membrane) and gram-positive (having a thick membrane) bacteria, viruses, fungi, phage, and parasites. One of the reasons that essential oils are so effective against microbes is because they are lipophilic, meaning that they are oil soluble instead of water-soluble. This allows essential oils to interact with cell membranes and affect the behaviors of those cells. Which includes destroying cells that contain viruses or are making us sick.

This ability to interact with cells does not just make essential oils antimicrobial. It also helps them to affect the systems of the human body. Before we had the current scientific methodologies to study and distill essential oils, human beings were using them directly from the plants. Our first ancestors burned herbs and resins as incense. This practice still exists today, but also gave way to creating aromatic oils by steeping herbs, flowers, and resins in oils. The ancient Egyptians and Ayurvedic practitioners in India used these aromatic oils for healing and perfumery. The ancient Egyptians priests even used aromatic oils for mummification and may have had an understanding of distillation. The use of oils for perfumery, religion, and health was passed on to the Ancient Greeks and Romans and even appears multiple times in the Bible. The Arabs brought the final touch of distillation to perfumery and spread this art further around the world. The healing abilities of plants have been researched since that time and that body of knowledge continues to grow today.

Using essential oils gives you the ability to be in control of your health and well-being. They in no way are meant to replace the important relationship you have with your health practitioner, but instead are one of many tools that are necessary to maintain your health. Just as what you eat, where you live, how active you are, and what you do all day affect your health, essential oil use is a choice you make that influences your well-being. Essential oils make for great preventative measures. They give you a place to start on your journey toward a vibrant and healthy lifestyle.

COMMON ESSENTIAL OILS

One of the hardest things about building your essential oil collection is figuring out where to start. Some companies offer such a wide variety of individual essential oils and essential oil blends that sorting through them can easily become overwhelming. The best place to start isn’t with the cheapest essential oils, but instead with the oils that have the most versatility and will give you the greatest benefits. You want to build your collection on foundational essential oils that blend well with others and can be used in a wide variety of recipes and protocols. You also want to be sure that the oils you begin with meet your individual well-being needs. Below are details about the ten most prevalent essential oils in this book: lavender, lemon, Roman chamomile, frankincense, orange, melaleuca, bergamot, rosemary, peppermint, and lemongrass. This book contains thirty-five essential oils among the recipes, a collection that would allow you to meet almost all your personal well-being needs. The additional twenty-five essential oils, in order of the number of recipes in which they appear are: geranium, ylang-ylang, clove, sandalwood, lime ginger, basil, cinnamon, vetiver (my personal favorite), black pepper, eucalyptus, cedarwood, myrrh, grapefruit, fennel, oregano, clary sage, marjoram, West Indian bay (a.k.a. bay rum), juniper berry, cypress, thyme, white fir, cardamon, and cilantro. Details about these twenty-five essential oils can be found within the recipes where they occur.

Lavender (Lavandula angustifolia): Lavender essential oil is one of the most versatile essential oils available at a reasonable price. This is why it is has also been one of the most popular essential oils since the times of the Ancient Greeks and Romans. Lavender essential oil is distilled from lavender flowers and while the exact composition of the essential oil is dependent on the crop and variations in the distillation process—which is true of all essential oils—the main constituents of lavender essential oil remain the same. The main chemical components of lavender essential oil are the alcohol linalool, which is also referred to as linalol, and the ester linalyl acetate. Much research has been done on the therapeutic properties of linalool, and it has been found to be an anti-inflammatory agent, mood relaxing, and to have a sedative effect on the central nervous system. The other major chemical constituents of lavender essential oil include the monoterpene β-ocimene, the sesquiterpene β-caryophyllene, the phenol terpinen-4-ol, and the oxide 1,8 cineol.

These chemicals, with many other chemical constituents in smaller amounts, work together to create an essential oil that is analgesic, anxiety reducing, antidepressant, anti-inflammatory, antispasmodic, antimicrobial, and sedative. Lavender also has the ability to reduce the perception of pain. Lavender is also one of the safest essential oils for young children. It is very mild and can be used with babies over three months of age. Some people do find that lavender essential oil is not the best essential oil for them. For many lavender cures headache and soothes the skin, but for a few, it causes headaches and irritates the skin. For those who have adverse reactions to lavender essential oil, replace it with Roman chamomile or German chamomile for the recipes in this book.

Lemon (Citrus limon): Lemons have long been prized for their ability to clean. Lemon essential oil not only cleans surfaces, but also cleanses the body. It does this by stimulating the liver to flush out the essential oil along with toxins that have accumulated within the liver and blood. Lemon essential oil’s antioxidant properties also benefit the body. Lemon essential oil cleans household surfaces, the air, and the skin because it is antimicrobial, combating bacteria, viruses, and fungi. Lemon essential oil is also mood enhancing. It invigorates and uplifts the mind, working as an antidepressant and antianxiety agent.

Lemon essential oil is cold-pressed from lemon rinds. This reduces the phototoxicity and photosensitivity that can be associated with citrus oils, but you still want to be careful to rinse off lemon essential oil from your skin before going out in the sun. The main chemical found in lemon essential oil is the monoterpene d-limonene. The other major monoterpenes found in lemon essential oil include α- and β-pinenes, along with α- and γ-terpinenes.

Roman chamomile (Chamaemelum nobile a.k.a. Anthemis nobilis): Roman chamomile is a perennial plant that is also known as English chamomile, or just plain camomile in England. It looks very similar to the annual plant German chamomile and has many of the same properties (which means if necessary you can substitute German chamomile for Roman chamomile in this book’s recipes), but the cone of the Roman chamomile plant is solid while the German chamomile cone is hollow. Like the name suggests, Roman chamomile was used in Ancient Rome and has been popular ever since.

Roman chamomile essential oil is steam distilled from the flowers of the plant. It consists primarily of esters, the most prevalent of which is isobutyl angelate. The properties of Roman chamomile are wide and varied. They include being anti-inflammatory, antispasmodic, antidepressant, sedative, and anti-infectious. Roman chamomile is well known for its digestive and calming benefits. Like lavender, Roman chamomile is gentle and safe for babies as young as three months old.

Frankincense (Boswellia sacra, Boswellia frereana, Boswellia serrata, and Boswellia papyrifera): There are several therapeutic Boswellia species that are used to make essential oils. The essential oil is produced from frankincense olibanum or “tears,” which are the harvested resin of boswellia trees. These “tears” are then steam distilled to produce frankincense essential oil. Frankincense essential oil includes phallandrenes, pinenes, thujenes, plus important boswellic acids.

Frankincense has been used medicinally since biblical times and is mentioned frequently in ancient texts. One of the most noted benefits of frankincense essential oil is its cancer preventing properties. Frankincense is also an antioxidant and anti-inflammatory essential oil, which makes it rejuvenating and healing. These properties also benefit the mind, and frankincense is great for combating anxiety and depression. Often frankincense is associated with myrrh, and they have many similar properties. If needed, myrrh can replace frankincense in many recipes.

Orange (Citrus sinensis): Known as sweet orange or wild orange, this essential oil is not to be confused with the bitter orange (Citrus aurantium). Sweet orange essential oil is extracted from the orange rind, usually through a cold-press method. The essential oil of sweet oranges predominantly contains d-limonene, making it cleansing and incredibly mood lifting. Orange essential oil relieves anxiety and generally encourages feelings of happiness. It also is an antioxidant and antimicrobial essential oil.

Melaleuca (Melaleuca alternifolia): Melaleuca essential oil is most commonly known as tea tree oil. Aborigines in Australia and New Zealand have been using the melaleuca tree for generations for its medicinal benefits. This knowledge has been passed on, and melaleuca essential oil is now a well known and commonly used essential oil. It is best known for its antifungal effects, but it also protective against bacterial and viruses. Plus, melaleuca essential oil is an antioxidant and is anti-inflammatory. This makes it a prime essential oil for treating skin infections. Melaleuca essential oil is distilled from the leaves of the melaleuca, or tea, tree. It primarily contains monoterpenes including α- and γ- terpinenes, p-cymene, α- and β-pinenes, along with the phenol terpinene-4-ol.

Bergamot (Citrus bergamia): Bergamot is one of the lesser known citrus fruits, but it has an amazing ability to relieve anxiety and stress. Bergamot essential oil has a lower limonene content that other citrus essential oils and has several chemical constituents in common with lavender essential oil including lunalyl acetate, linalool, and geraniol. This is why bergamot is so relaxing, yet energizing. Unlike other citrus essential oils, bergamot is generally solvent extracted instead of cold-pressed. This reduces its phototoxicity to a greater degree than other extraction methods, but bergamot is still considered the most phototoxic essential oil, meaning it should not be left on the skin when going out into the sun. Wash-off bergamot essential oil products are safe and rarely cause problems. Bergamot is a great essential oil to use in the diffuser because of its mood-enhancing benefits.

Rosemary (Rosmarinus officinalis): Rosemary essential oil is a strong and powerful essential oil. It is one of the most potent antimicrobial essential oils, with the ability to inhibit viruses, bacteria, fungi, and other microbes. This potency, and its high concentration of 1,8 cineol, means that it is best used by adults. In addition to 1,8 cineol, rosemary essential oil primarily consists of α-and β-pinenes, camphor, β-thujone, verbenone, and borneol. It is analgesic and anti-inflammatory, plus it’s great for clearing out congestion from the respiratory system.

Peppermint (Mentha piperita): Peppermint is well known as a flavoring agent, but is also used medicinally. Drinking peppermint tea is considered a great way to wake up and ease digestion, but peppermint essential oil is almost thirty times stronger than peppermint tea. Plus, these aren’t the only benefits of peppermint. Peppermint is another versatile essential oil with a many, many benefits including—but definitely not limited to!—being analgesic, antimicrobial, antispasmodic, stimulating, and an expectorant. Peppermint is great for headaches, respiration, digestive issues, nausea, and as mentioned earlier, it helps wake you up! The smell of peppermint reminds people of menthol because peppermint essential oil contains a lot of it.

Peppermint is a complex essential oil, containing a wide variety of compounds. In addition to menthol, some of these compounds include menthone, α-and β-pinenes, menthyl acetate, limonene, and 1.8 cineol. The amount of 1.8 cineol in peppermint is much lower than in rosemary, but it is still not recommended for children under the age of six as it can be harsh on their respiratory systems. For younger children, you can stick to peppermint tea or replace the peppermint with lemon or basil essential oils depending on the situation.

Lemongrass (Cymbopogon flexuosus): Lemongrass essential oil is not as well known as melaleuca, but it is actually a stronger antifungal agent. Its anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial, analgesic, and vasodilating properties make it great for tissue repair. Plus it is apt at getting rid of smells, cleaning the air and surfaces, improving digestive health, and soothing muscle aches. Lemongrass essential oil is steam distilled from the leaves of the lemongrass plant. This process produces an essential oil that includes the aldehydes geranial and neral, the alcohols geraniol and farnesol, the esters geranyl and linalyl acetates, and the monoterpene myrcene.

METHODS OF USE

There are three main ways to use essential oils: aromatically, topically, and internally. Aromatic use is the most common and well known form of aromatherapy, hence the name. All the essential oils are meant for use aromatically, most are safe and recommended for topical use, and internal use is reserved for fewer of the essential oils available.

Aromatic Use: The fastest way to use essential oils aromatically is to smell them directly from the bottle; however, this is also the least efficient way to use them. Leaving essential oil bottles open causes them to evaporate and does not dissipate the essential oils in an effective manner. You can also pour a couple drops of essential oils into your hand and inhale, but once again while this may be quick, it is not efficient. The best way to use essential oils aromatically is with a diffuser. Essential oil diffusers use water vapor to disperse the essential oils into the air. Quality diffusers do not use heat and therefore do not damage the essential oils during diffusion. Aromatic use of essential oils are ideal for when you want to receive the psychological effects of essential oils because of the close connection between olfactory cells and the brain. Diffuser use is also helpful for cleaning the air and the respiratory system.

Topical Use: Skin is our largest organ, absorbing topical substances directly into our bloodstream. Topical use of essential oils allows the benefits of essential oil use to reach our skin, our organs, and our whole body. When applying essential oils topically for full-body use, the most absorbent point on our bodies is the arch of our foot. To avoid skin sensitivities to essential oils, make sure to dilute the essential oils in a carrier oil. A carrier oil is a stable plant oil such as olive oil, coconut oil, sweet almond oil, avocado oil, jojoba oil, apricot kernel oil, or evening primrose oil. These are just a few of the many carrier oils available at your local grocery or health food store. When diluting essential oils for regular use, you want to find a ratio that works best for your age and skin type. The ratio of essential oil to carrier oil is 1 percent for each drop of essential oil per teaspoon of carrier oil. This means for a 5 percent dilution, which is ideal for typical adult skin, you would use 5 drops of essential oil with a teaspoon of coconut oil. This is not always absolutely exact because drop size is not absolute. Citrus oils tend to release in larger drops than more viscous essential oils, like vetiver and myrrh. Occasionally neat, undiluted use is fine for certain oils, such as lavender on bug bites, but it is important to listen to your body and if your skin starts to feel irritated, be sure to dilute.

Internal Use: Internal use of essential oils is done in several different ways, including suppositories, but the most common of method is oral ingestion. When ingesting essential oils, you MUST be sure than you are using essential oils that are of a high enough quality to ingest and are labeled as such. DO NOT ingest essential oils that say “for external use only” or “do not ingest.” Essential oils that are safe for ingestion should have serving information and/or supplement facts written on the bottle. Dilution is also important when ingesting essential oils. Because essential oils are not water soluble, it is best to dilute them in liquids that contain fats, in honey, in carrier oils, or in capsules combined with carrier oils. Internal use of essential oils is best for flavoring foods and when you are trying to affect your digestive tract.

QUALITY LEVELS

There is no governing body that regulates the quality of essential oils. They are considering supplements and therefore, unregulated by the FDA. The FDA does prevent essential oil companies from making health claims about the effects of their particular essential oils, even if research backs up those claims, because essential oils are not considered drugs. This has benefits and drawbacks. The first benefit is that essential oils are readily available, and because they are natural products, they cannot be owned or patented by a particular company. Companies can create their own proprietary blends, but single essential oils can be carried by any company. This is great for the educated consumer, but makes it very hard for those new to essential oils to know which products are high quality and which ones are not.

The simplest way to differentiate between essential oil quality is often price, but this is not always true. More expensive essential oils tend to be of higher quality, but some high-quality companies are able to maintain reasonable prices. So if price isn’t always a reliable factor what do you do? First, you can look on the bottle for some clues. Food and perfume grade essential oils are not nearly as good as therapeutic grade essential oils, but once again there isn’t a governing body that makes that decision. Some companies establish their own markers of quality by sending their oils to third-party testing sites to establish quality. These companies will usually mention this on their packaging or in their informative materials. Another thing to look for when buying essential oils is whether the single essential oils are prediluted. This brings down the price and the quality of the oils. You want to choose oils that are unadulterated, so that you can dilute them to fit your needs.

So where can you buy higher quality essential oils? Well, unfortunately, most high-quality oils need to be bought through a distributor or online. The oils available at local stores tend to be of lower quality due to the price point of the higher quality oils. If you are only using your essential oils for the pleasant aroma and not for the therapeutic benefits, these lower quality oils will suffice. However, when making the recipes in this book, higher quality oils are necessary. There are many companies that carry pure essential oils, and finding a company you trust is important. Companies with good customer service, educational materials, and quality relationships with their suppliers tend to have higher quality essential oils. When a company can tell you about where their essential oils are sourced, what type of growing conditions are required for their oils, who is growing the plants that hold their essential oils, and what the chemical constituents of their essential oils are, that company has an eye on quality.

ESSENTIAL OIL SAFETY

Negative reactions to essential oils are rare, but can occur. The most common, though still rare, negative reactions to essential oils are photosensitivity—an increased sensitivity to sunlight—and allergic contact dermatitis—a rash or irritation of the skin caused by skin contact with an allergen or irritant. Bergamot essential oil has been known to cause photosensitivity and other citrus oils carry the possibility of causing photosensitivity, but reports of them doing so are uncommon. The risk of photosensitivity with citrus oils is also related to how the essential oils are extracted. Steam distillation increases this risk, while cold-press extraction and solvent extraction reduce the phototoxicity of citrus oils. Most citrus essential oils are cold-pressed and bergamot is often solvent extracted, but it is important to check the method of extraction when purchasing and using citrus essential oils. The best way to avoid the risk of photosensitivity from citrus essential oils when using them topically is to dilute them well (less than 0.5 percent dilution) or use them in products that can be washed off after use. Contact dermatitis can be avoided by diluting essential oils appropriately, ceasing to use specific essential oils that cause you irritation, and by rotating which essential oils you use on a regular basis. Certain essential oils—including black pepper, cassia, cinnamon, clove, eucalyptus, ginger, lemongrass, oregano, peppermint, thyme—are considered “hot” oils and can cause a hot or flush feeling on the skin when used undiluted. These oils require additional dilution with carrier oil when used topically. These same oils can cause irritations to the lips, mouth, throat, and stomach if not diluted properly.

Additionally, if you are allergic to the plant from which an essential oil is derived, you may be allergic to the essential oil as well. This allergy may present itself as allergic contact dermatitis or in another manner similar to how your allergy typically presents. If an allergic reaction to an essential oil, due to an existing allergy, is a possibility, there are two options: avoid the essential oil entirely, or perform a spot test on your skin. When testing for allergic contact dermatitis, be sure to heavily dilute the essential oil to a 0.5 percent dilution rate, which equals one drop of essential oil to two teaspoons of carrier oil. If any sensitivity occurs, refrain from using that essential oil. Also, make sure to keep an eye out for sensitivity in the future due to increased exposure.

Topical sensitivities to essential oils are the easiest to spot, but there are other, once again rare, risks when using essential oils on a regular basis. Systemic toxicities can occur over time. Like dermal sensitivities, these systemic toxicities can be avoided by properly diluting essential oils and by rotating which essential oils you use on a regular basis. Proper dilution prevents the body from absorbing potentially toxic levels of essential oils, while rotating your choice of essential oils reduces the chance of essential oil constituents from building up to toxic levels within your body. The systemic risks of essential oils include the risk to the fetus of a pregnant mother using essential oils (fetotoxicity), the risk of tumor formation as a reaction to essential oil use (carcinogenicity), potential liver damage (hepatotoxicity), possible lung damage (pulmonary toxicity), and adverse effects to the nervous system, including the brain (neurotoxicity). The essential oils in this book have not been found to cause these systemic toxicities when used as recommended. Much of the advice about avoiding certain essential oils is theoretical or precautionary, but there are a few essential oils that are available for purchase that should be avoided due to reported instances of systemic toxicity. For example, pennyroyal essential oil has been found to be hepatotoxic and to cause pulmonary toxicity in mice, but this does not mean the same would be true for human use. However, this book errs on the side of caution, and any potential dangers are noted within each recipe. In this same vein, none of the recipes in this book are recommended for pregnant or lactating mothers, or children under the age of six, unless specifically noted.
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