
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Trusting Your Nose
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			“Of all the senses, the sense of smell is the one that reaches most readily beyond us even as it most powerfully taps the wellsprings of our inmost selves. It has an unparalleled capacity to wake us up, to make us fully human.” 2

			Mandy Aftel, Fragrant

			I like to think my husband, Levi, and I moved to Berkeley because of the jasmine. Our first visit was in April, and the fragrance washed over everything, a bright watermelon haze tinged with narcotic floral waves. At the time, I had no idea that jasmine was one of my favorite smells, but walking by walls of jasmine vines immediately lifted my spirits. While I still relished the scents of the natural world, I mostly buried my nose for fear of a negative reaction from synthetic fragrance.

			One day, I walked into a friend’s store and smelled a solid perfume made from jasmine absolute, grapefruit, and blood orange essential oils, beautifully encased in a sterling silver compact. It smelled sweet and breathtaking, like the flowers and citrus growing in the hills outside. I bought it, wore it, and was smitten. I sought out the amazing perfumer who made it, Mandy Aftel, studied with her, and never looked back. The world of essential oils opened to me a rich and invisible palette more evocative than anything I had ever encountered.

			Scent is one of the first senses to develop in the womb. When a baby meets its mother, it recognizes her by smell, and she recognizes the unique smell of her child. If you were to ask most people which sense they would first sacrifice, most people say smell. But if you lose your sense of smell, an affliction called anosmia, much of the pleasure is stripped from your life. Food doesn’t taste good if you can’t smell its aroma. The people you love lose dimension without their characteristic smells. Familiar things become dull without their signature scents.

			Invisible pillars made of scent hold up the architecture of our individual and sometimes collective memories. Smells travel through our nostrils to our olfactory bulb, which links to two areas of our brain: the amygdala, which is tied to emotion, and the hippocampus, which is linked to memory. Knowing this, it makes complete sense that a smell can instantly beckon age-old memories or summon emotions in a whiff.

			I once made a perfume called Phosphorescent. It was an intriguing mix of tangerine, honeysuckle, vanilla, and seaweed. To me, it conjured a summer day, the beach, sunscreen, and glowing phosphorescence in the ocean at night. Though it may sound odd, I thought of it as a briny Creamsicle. I recognize that the scent of seaweed is an acquired taste, but to me, it has always brought me back to the ocean, my constant source of inspiration and wonder.

			I took an introduction to natural perfumery class with Mandy at the Esalen Institute and felt emboldened and inspired to start making my own blends. Mandy is a brilliant pioneer in the world of natural perfumery, and her deep passion and intimate knowledge of plant essences unlocked a world of wonder for me. Do yourself a big favor and pick up and plunge into her book Essence and Alchemy if you haven’t read it yet. Esalen, the historic institute and retreat perched on cliffs above crashing waves in Big Sur, is the perfect place to let go and learn. Getting to know the oils—spending time smelling them, learning how they wear over time, getting a sense of their character—was like learning a new language. It was thrilling to experience them and still is.

			Many years later, Mandy is my dear friend and mentor, whose kindness, generosity, wisdom, and support keep me diving deeper in my craft. It feels so right to me that she awoke my olfactory calling in Big Sur, surrounded by the wild coastline and crashing waves. To me, the landscape feels very kindred to the rocky shores of my Maine childhood. From that time on, I collected essential oils and made it my job to follow my nose and experiment with this new palette. I can’t wait to take you on an adventure into the invisible and evocative world of plant essences.

			The Heart of Plants

			Essential oils are the most concentrated form of a plant’s aroma. Made from the distilled roots, bark, leaves, seeds, and fruit of a plant, the oils are precious, powerful, and must be used wisely. With any artform, one must know the tools intimately to be able to experiment freely.

			Mandy Aftel describes our relationship to aromas as “a magic carpet we can ride to hidden worlds, not only to other times and places but deep within ourselves, beneath the surface of daily life.” 3 The perfumer’s organ is the name of the cabinet or shelf that houses their precious collection of aromatic materials. From the organ, the perfumer can access and smell the best oils sourced from around the globe. I often am asked if I grow all my raw materials and make all my essential oils myself. I wish I lived on a lavender farm, but, alas, I don’t. I prefer to source my oils from people whose families have been growing and distilling oils for decades, or even centuries, honoring and supporting their craft and their wisdom. The best organic rose essential oil I have smelled comes from Bulgaria, my favorite vetiver essential oil comes from Indonesia, and I think the most beautiful blood orange essential oil comes from Sicily.

			
				
					WATERY BEGINNINGS

					“Our sense of smell, like so many body functions, is a throwback to that time, early in evolution, when we thrived in the oceans. An odor must first dissolve into a watery solution our mucous membranes absorb before we smell it.”4

					DIANE ACKERMAN

					In her seminal book, A Natural History of the Senses, Diane Ackerman describes the prehistoric evolution of smell in our

					
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				[image: ]
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				
				[image: ]
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			Afterword

			Everything has a beginning, middle, and an end, but the magic lies in the process. I want to return to where I started this book, to childhood. Children live with curiosity, openness, and a profound sense of play. If we can retain our childlike wonder while honoring the elder within, we can move wisely, powerfully, gracefully, intentionally, and playfully in this world. With an eye on the horizon, watching the winds, blue skies, sunrises, sunsets, and the storms brewing, we can stay even keeled and aware. We can be the captain of the ship.

			We also need to find our anchor. Let ritual become one of the anchors that colors your days. Think of self-care as you would a meditation practice. Be present and enjoy it. Choose products that make you feel happy and that work for your skin and hair. Make sure to eat well and use herbs as your allies. Know that everything in your being is connected; treat yourself well inside and out. Stay as conscious as possible, and let wild beauty and wild nature guide you in your journey.

			It feels powerful to be writing this ending on the summer solstice, the longest day of the year. Outside, bees hum, birds chirp, flowers turn their faces to the sun; everything is green and at its fullest in the summer heat. After the late sunset, the fireflies will create fireworks in our field. Today, I will hike beside mountain laurel blooms to the waterfall and drink my heart’s fill of wild nature. On this day, there is so much light flooding the world. In the world, there is so much darkness, injustice, and inhumanity. We need to be the light, to believe in our power and be the radical change.

			In nature, we see so many examples of the cycle of life and its beauty. Think about how children revel in the changes in nature that unfold before their eyes: the transformation of a caterpillar to a butterfly, the leaves coming back on bare trees after a long winter, or the bursting open of buds in the summer. Like plants, we humans have deep roots. We are all connected to the earth, for which we are stewards, and to one another. That is why we need to be mindful of what we buy, what we put on our skin and our bodies, and the effect of our scents on those around us and on the environment. Always remember, integrity matters and less is truly more. In the profound words of Mary Oliver, “Attention is the beginning of devotion.” 20
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			Resources

			Many of these products are also available in natural food stores.

			HERBS, CARRIER OILS, BUTTERS & WAXES

			Jean’s Greens 
www.jeansgreens.com

			Mountain Rose Herbs 
www.mountainroseherbs.com

			Starwest Botanicals 
www.starwest-botanicals.com

			ESSENTIAL OILS

			Aftelier 
www.aftelier.com

			Eden Botanicals 
www.edenbotanicals.com

			Mountain Rose Herbs 
www.mountainroseherbs.com

			GLASSWARE, EYEDROPPERS & LABWARE

			Mountain Rose Herbs 
www.mountainroseherbs.com

			SKS Bottle & Packaging 
www.sks-bottle.com

			Specialty Bottle 
www.specialtybottle.com

			SKIN & BODY CARE

			Babo Botanicals 
www.babobotanicals.com

			Earth tu Face 
www.earthtuface.com

			Fig & Yarrow 
www.figandyarrow.co

			Meow Meow Tweet 
www.meowmeowtweet.com

			Odacité 
www.odacite.com

			Osea Malibu 
www.oseamalibu.com

			Osmia Organics 
www.osmiaorganics.com

			S.W. Basics 
www.swbasicsofbk.com

			Ursa Major 
www.ursamajorvt.com

			HAIR CARE

			Innersense Beauty 
www.innersensebeauty.com

			Josh Rosebrook 
www.joshrosebrook.com

			La Tierra Sagrada 
www.latierrasagradahair.com

			PERFUME

			Aftelier 
www.aftelier.com

			Florescent 
www.florescent.co

			Ojai Wild 
www.ojaiwild.com

			Perfumera Curandera 
www.perfumeracurandera.com

			Sigil Scent 
www.sigilscent.com

			Smoke Perfume 
www.smokeperfume.com

			MAKEUP

			Au Naturale 
www.aunaturalecosmetics.com

			Axiology 
www.axiologybeauty.com

			Gressa 
www.gressaskin.com

			ILIA Beauty 
www.iliabeauty.com

			RMS Beauty 
www.rmsbeauty.com

			Vapour Organic Beauty 
www.vapourbeauty.com
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			JANA BLANKENSHIP started her nautically inspired beauty company Captain Blankenship in 2009 and it has quickly become a retail leader in the natural beauty world with a full line of hair and body products available in stores nationwide. Blankenship lives in upstate New York with her family.
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