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Cardamom as a plant is not as familiar to me 

as the essential oil, probably because it is not 

indigenous to our shores, and it is certainly 

not a plant that would thrive well in my own 

aromatic garden in Arizona. However, it is 

one of those lesser known spices that made its 

way to the West and won our hearts with its 

warming and comforting aroma. 

A close relative of ginger (Zingiber officinale), 

cardamom pairs with cinnamon (Cinnamom 
zeylanicum) in culinary dishes and 

compliments citrus and floral essential oils in 
aromatherapy blends. In herbal preparations, 

cardamom is used for teas, tinctures, and 

infusions. And it is now also available as a CO2 

extract. Cardamom is a coveted ingredient in 

natural perfumery blends for its own accord of 

pleasing notes and its tenacious middle note.  

Cardamom is a plant that gifts us several 

extracts that can be used in a variety of ways 

for chilly autumn days. As in my previous 

articles on the Echinacea spp. published in 

the NAHA Aromatherapy Journal 2018.1, 

and the Tilia spp. published in the NAHA 

Aromatherapy Journal 2018.2, I hope to make 

this lesser known plant to aromatherapists 

more accessible and usable after reading this 

article. 

Botanical Profile

Botanical Name: Elettaria cardamomum.

Synonyms: Elettaria cardomomum var. 

cardomomum, cardomon, cardamum. 

Botanical Family: Zingiberaceae.

Conservation Status: Not considered to be 

threatened.1

Plant Characteristics: Cardamom is an 

herbaceous perennial.1 The plant is non-

descript in that it is predominately a mass 

of leafy shoots, similar to its cousin ginger. 

It grows to a height of up to twenty feet. The 

seed (pods) are the part of the plant which is 

coveted for herbal and aromatic use.

Flowers: The flowers are green in color and 
develop on a long flowering stalk. Flowers 
contain both male and female flowers. One of 
the striking features of the flowers is that one 
petal develops white in color, with a streak 

of violet.1 Lawless states that flowers can be 
yellow with purple tips.2
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Leaves: The leaves are dark green, long, and 

lanceolate.

Seeds: The seed pods are long, oval, and 

green-yellow in color.1 The seed pods develop 

after the flowers age. Each pod contains three 

compartments of tiny, aromatic seeds. The 

pods are not produced until after three years 

of growth.3 They dry out naturally but also 

require drying out in the sun before use.4

Plant Distribution: Cardamom is 

indigenous to southern India and Sri Lanka.4 

However, it may be found in other tropical 

regions and can be cultivated in appropriate 

plant zones for personal use (see under 

Garden Profile).

Garden Profile

Natural Habitat: The plant grows from 

either a thick rhizome (root) or seeds. It needs 

shade and moist, rich soil to flourish.4 Its 

natural habitat is the floor of the forest in its 
native region.

How to Grow from Seed/Root: In the 

appropriate climate, cardamom can be grown 

from seed, sown directly into the ground. It 

can also be grown in a greenhouse, with care, 

but it requires a minimum temperature of 

35 degrees F.3 It appears that cardamom is a 

sensitive plant which will not flourish without 
the right growing conditions: A tropical-like 

climate with a lot of shade. It is also possible 

to grow cardamom from the rhizome, which 

produces earlier fruit (and seed pods).1 

Plant Zones: 10 – 13.3

Garden Benefits: Cardamom is not a 

natural choice to attract pollinators and other 

beneficial creatures to the garden but if you 
live in its preferred climate, it will add a spicy 

element to your aromatic garden!

Historical Use

Cardamom has traditionally been used in 

Ayurvedic medicine1 and it has also been used 

in Traditional Chinese Medicine.2 Its uses 

included digestive and urinary problems, in 

addition to the treatment of fever. The ancient 

Greeks used cardamom as both a spice and a 

medicine as early as 4th century BC.4

According to Lawless,2 Hippocrates (460 – 370 

BC) recommended cardamom for “sciatica, 

coughs, abdominal pains, spasms, nervous 

disorders, retention of urine and also for bites 

of venomous creatures.”

When is Cardamom not Cardamom?

Do not confuse Elettaria cardamomom with 

“false cardamoms” such as the following:

• Nepal cardamom (Amomum subulatum)

• Sri Lankan wild cardamom (Elettaria ensal)

• Korarima cardamom  

(Aframomum corrima).1

These species are often termed by the common 

name of cardamom but are not the same 

as Elettaria cardamom. Learn the correct 

botanical name to purchase the right type of 

cardamom for your use.
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Cardamom: A Warming Spice for Autumn Days continued

In Medieval times, cardamom was a popular 

import of the spice trade. The Arabs used it 

extensively as a flavoring in coffee.5

Cardamom is one of the most expensive spices 

in the world. Proof of its value can be traced 

back to ancient times when it was listed as a 

commodity subject to duty in Alexandria in 176 

AD.6

If further proof is needed of the importance of 

cardamom in a historical context, you will find 
many references to it as the Queen of Spices, 

just as black pepper (Piper nigrum) is referred 

to as the King of Spices.

Chemistry Profile

Cardamom (the plant) contains alkaloids, 

flavonoids, saponins, sterols, and oil.4 

According to Mabey,7 constituents of the plant 

can contain between three to six percent 

of volatile oil which contains terpene and 

terpineol. 

The essential oil of cardamom is said to be “a 

rich source of the compound 1,8 cineole…”8 

Other research shows that the essential oil 

contains “1,8-cineole (45.6 %), α-terpinyl 
acetate (33.7 %), sabinene (3.8 %), 

4-terpinen-4-ol (2.4 %), and myrcene (2.2 %), 

respectively.”9 

Finally, Rhind describes cardamom essential 
oil as having up to 50% of 1,8 cineole, 24 – 40 

% of α-terpinyl acetate and 6% of limonene, 
with other minor constituents.10

Perfume Profile

It is worth mentioning cardamom’s aromatic 

profile under a separate heading in this article 
as it can vary depending on the type of extract. 

The essential oil is described as “warm and 

spicy, with a slight camphoraceous/cineolic 

nuance in the top note.”10 Aromatherapists and 

natural perfumists alike love it with regard to 

its aroma as it is an extremely tenacious oil for 

a middle note. This means that it will hold well 

in an aromatic blend of complimentary oils.

With the increasing availability of CO2 extracts 

now available to aromatherapists (and natural 

perfumists), it is interesting to compare the 

aroma of cardamom essential oil to that of 

the CO2 extract. The total CO2 extract of 

cardamom (which is closer to the aroma of 

the actual plant but closer in its liquidability 

to that of an absolute, but without the use of 

chemicals) is also rich, and warm, but more 

balsamic and woody on the dry down. It is 

closer in aroma to the smell of the cardamom 

pods, if that is the aroma you are looking for, 

rather than the more camphoraceous top note 

of the essential oil.

Therapeutic Properties

Therapeutic actions of cardamom in herbal 

medicine include: Indigestion, irritable bowel 

syndrome, flatulence, asthma, and bronchitis.4 

It is also thought to be an aphrodisiac. Tierra, 

in his book The Way of Herbs,11 states that 

cardamom can be used for diarrhea, colic, 

and headaches. He also comments that it is 

excellent in Chai tea.

Cardamom essential oil can be used for 

infections, congestion, asthma, inflammation 
(respiratory), stress, anxiety, mental fatigue, 

and as an aphrodisiac.10

In summary, cardamom can be used primarily 

for digestive and respiratory disorders, and as 

an aphrodisiac.
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Note that the amount of dosage, and the 

method of administration, of cardamom may 

affect the degree of success in addressing each 
of these problems. 

Ways to Use Cardamom

Some of the ways in which cardamom can be 

used are:

• Essential oil (steam distilled from the 

seeds)

• CO2 extract

• Tea infusion

• Infused oil

• Tincture/glycerite.

Cardamom is also extensively used as a spice 

in culinary dishes, both savory and sweet 

(Indian curry, cakes, bread, and coffee).

Conclusion

Cardamom is a difficult, although not 
impossible, plant to grow in most of the United 

States and the rest of North America. However, 

cardamom is available as a number of extracts 

from reputable suppliers, to use both as a 

Cardamom: A Warming Spice for Autumn Days continued
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Breathe Easy Oil

Use this blend to relieve the congestion of autumn 

chills and colds.

Carrier Oils:

1-oz. hazelnut (Corylus avellana) 

3-oz. sunflower (Helanthius annuus)

Essential Oils:

15 drops cardamom (Elettaria cardamomum)

10 drops pink pepper (Schinus molle)

15 drops frankincense (Boswellia carteri)

5 drops lemon (Citrus x limon)

Directions for Making and Use:

Combine the two carrier oils in a glass beaker.  In 
a separate glass beaker, combine the essential oils 

together.  Then add the essential oil blend to the 

carrier oil blend. Stir.  Pour into a suitable glass 

bottle for storage and label.

Pour a dime-size amount of the blend onto your 

hand and rub gently over the chest area before 

bed, and up to three times throughout the day as 

needed.

Cautions: Avoid use on and near babies and 

young children due to high 1,8 cineole content of 

cardamom essential oil. Recommended for adult 

use only in safe area away from young members of 
the family. Photosensitive; avoid use prior to going 

out in sunlight.

purely aromatic indulgence, and for its herbal 

and aromatherapeutic properties. Cardamom 

pods are available for purchase to make teas, 

infusions, and tinctures, in addition to the 

essential oil for aromatherapy blends.

Cardamom mixes well with other aromatic 

spices for a warming, autumnal blend, topped 

off with a citrus or floral note.
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Cardamom: A Warming Spice for Autumn Days continued

Anxiety Relief Blend

This perfume balm is an indiscreet way to relieve 
anxiety. This recipe makes approximately 1-oz. 

Adapted from my Professional Aromatherapy 
Certificate Course modules.

Ingredients:

0.4-oz. beeswax (Cera alba)

0.5-oz. jojoba (Simmondsia chinensis)

Essential Oils:

5 drops cardamom CO2 (Eletteria Cardamomum) 

2 drops ylang ylang (Cananga odorata) 

1 drop rose (Rosa x damascena) 

4 drops bergamot (Citrus x bergamia)

Instructions for Making and Use:

Blend together the essential oils in a glass beaker 

and set to one side.  

Fill up a small pan with water and heat it up on the 
stove. Add the beeswax to a Pyrex© jug. Place the 

Pyrex© jug containing the beeswax into the pan of 
water (using the Bain-marie method). Wait for the 
beeswax to melt. Once the beeswax is melted, pour 
in the jojoba and stir together. Take the Pyrex© jug 

off the heat.

Pour in the essential oil blend. Stir all of the 

ingredients together. Pour the blend into salve type 

tins or glass jars before the mixture hardens. Leave 

the mixture to set before moving, and capping, the 

tin/jar. Label and store in a cool, dry, dark place.

To Use: Apply a small amount of the blend to inner 

wrist pulse points and/or to temples as needed.

Cautions: Avoid use on and near babies and 

young children due to high 1,8 cineole content of 

cardamom essential oil. Recommended for adult 

use only in safe area away from young members of 
the family. Photosensitive; avoid use prior to going 

out in sunlight.

Black Chai Tea with Ginger and Cardamom

This is a warming, spicy tea blend for a cool autumn 
day! I find this recipe to be warming, yet not too 
spicy. You can increase the quantity of each spice, 

if preferred.

Ingredients:

One cup of boiling water

One tsp. organic black tea

¼ tsp. organic ground ginger root

¼ tsp. organic ground cardamom seeds

Directions for Use:

Boil one cup of water either in kettle or in a pan on 
the stove. Add the black tea and spices to the glass 

infuser reservoir of a glass teapot (or something 
similar designed for brewing loose leaf tea). Pour 
boiling water over the ingredients. Leave to brew 
for five minutes or more. Pour into cup and enjoy!

Optional: Add ¼ stick of cinnamon (grated) to your 
brewed tea for extra spice! Add sugar if required.
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