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Introduction
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Essential oils are harvested from sweet-smelling plants. They are highly concentrated liquids that contain strong scents representing the plants they come from. Essential oils have been used for thousands of years around the world for holistic treatment of health problems. Today, essential oils are again gaining in popularity as consumers are discovering the many great benefits that these oils provide.  

In this book, you will learn the most commonly used essential oils and how to use them safely. You will discover effective aromatherapy recipes for cold and flu, skin care, hair care, weight loss, pain relief, stress relief, allergies, and other common ailments. This book will help you find a new way of healing and soothing your body and mind.
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Chapter 1: What are Essential Oils?
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Essential oils come from plants. They are also referred to as ethereal oils, aetherolea, or volatile oils. An essential oil can be referred to by the name of the plant from which the oil has been extracted. This fragrant smell is the distinguishing fragrance of the plant. In technical terms, essential oils are actually not oils since they do not contain fatty acids. They are plant components that are highly concentrated. 

The term “essential” in this case does not literally mean necessary or requisite as is the case with the essential fatty acids or essential amino acids that are a nutritional requirement for living organisms. A given oil is "essential" because it is composed of the "essence of" that particular plant's scent. Some aroma-therapists insist that the term “essential oil” is actually a contracted form of the term “quintessential oil,” which comes from the theory of matter of Aristotelian philosophy.
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A Brief History of Essential Oils
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Historically, essential oils have been used for medicinal and healing purposes. While they are increasingly used for aromatherapy and alternative or supplemental medicine today, they have been used by other cultures and societies to treat everything from sunburn to terminal cancer. Use of essential oils can be dated back to the 12th century, in early middle eastern civilizations. Some researchers suggest essential oils were used even earlier than that, pointing to ancient cave drawings that have been discovered in Europe, suggesting that they were used before Roman times. 

Historians do agree that ancient Egyptians have a lot to do with the use and production of essential oils. They believed that smell was the most important sense and could tell you things that your eyes, ears, fingers, and mouth could not. In modern times, recent research has been conducted to find out what exactly can be gained from these oils. The results have been interesting to health practitioners and others who are interested in aromatherapy and medicine. For example, studies have shown that frankincense oil can have a dramatic impact on a body's immune system. Essential oils may have a large role to play in preventing disease and curing illnesses that once seemed hopeless. The field of essential oils continues to expand, and new discoveries are made all the time.
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How Essential Oils Are Produced
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Many essential oils today are made from organically grown plants and some are produced on a massive scale, for instance the citrus oils that come from Italy. Sometimes it takes an immense amount of a plant to produce a relatively trivial amount of essential oil. For example, it takes roughly 4,000 pounds of the Bulgarian roses to extract just a single pound of oil. This is why some essential oils are quite expensive.

The three most common methods that are used for the capture of essential oils are:

Steam distillation

This is the most common procedure used for obtaining essential oils. The entire plant, including the roots, leaves, stems, flowers, seeds, and peels are put into a distillation machine. The apparatus containing the plant is placed over water and the steam from that water breaks through the plant materials, extracting oils. Since essential oils don’t dissolve in water, they rise to the top of water during the distillation process.

Solvent extraction

This method is used for the extraction of essential oils from plants that are delicate. In the case of jasmine, the heat that comes from steam distillation would destroy the essential oil. This method is also ideal for plants with a low yield. For example, steam distillation is not a cost-effective method to extract oil from rose. 

In solvent extraction, the aromatic oil is taken out from the plant using a solvent and a sequence of distillation in a vacuum, agitation, freezing and purification.

Cold expression

The expression process is also referred to as cold pressing. This method works best with citrus essential oils such as orange, lemon, and bergamot. The rind of the citrus fruit is soaked in warm water, making it easier to express the oils out of the plant. When you purchase essential oils, they should be marked to inform you how they were produced. Some people believe that distilled citrus oils will evaporate too quickly, so look the expression method for your citrus oils. 
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Benefits of Essential Oils
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As shown in later chapters of this book, essential oils can be used for many different purposes. If you’re interested in establishing a calm mood conducive to work, meditation, relaxation, or even high energy, you can use essential oils for aromatherapy. They are included in a number of bath products, such as soap, candles, and sachets. Whether you’re looking for a lavender scent, jasmine, or pine and evergreen at holiday time, you can find essential oils that will fill your home with the fragrances you want. 

Besides providing pleasant aromas, essential oils can also be used to help you feel better. For topical applications, you can use such essential oils as menthol and anise to help respiratory function. People have found these oils to be effective in soothing colds and illnesses that interfere with proper breathing. Lavender oil has been used as a natural insect repellent, and rose oil has been used for a mental boost. 
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