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An aromatherapist’s love for patchouli 

(Pogostemon cablin) is much like a love 

for coffee; while most cannot get enough of the 
deep, earthy aroma, there are the few who view 
it as something to be avoided at all costs. 

My own experiences with patchouli have 
been just as varied. One of the very first 
aromatherapy lotion blends I made fifteen 
years ago included patchouli essential 
oil. I sold that blend on not one, but two, 
occasions by wearing it to the grocery store. 
Both customers in question approached me 

and asked what scent I was wearing. When 
I listed the ingredients and uttered the word 
patchouli, their eyes got a faraway look and 
they sighed, Ah, yes, patchouli… 

Yet, on another occasion, despite my 

advocation for this beautiful scent as an 
ingredient in a perfume brief for a client—you 

will hardly know it’s there, I claimed—it was 
quite firmly rebutted with a vehement, No, 

most definitely not patchouli! No amount of 

persuasion was going to permit patchouli into 
that particular blend.

Sometimes, I’ve sneaked patchouli into a 
sample perfume blend because of its great 

fixative properties. Although patchouli did not 
get any credit for the happiness this beautiful 
blend provoked, it was there, silently holding 
its own, and the other notes together.

Patchouli is as therapeutic as it is aromatic 

as an essential oil and, to some extent, as a 
hydrosol. Its crushed aromatic leaves are used 
to make a calming tea. And no perfumer’s box 
would be complete without this solid fixative. 
One amazing thing about patchouli essential 
oil is that it’s like a fine wine; as it ages, it gets 
better, at least aromatically. Here’s a closer 
look at this oft-overlooked botanical cousin of 
both lavender (Lavandula angustifolia) and 

peppermint (Mentha × piperita). 

Botanical Profile

Botanical Name: Pogostemon cablin 

(Blanco) Benth.

Synonyms: Patchouly, puchaput, 

Pogestemon patchouli,1 pacholi.2

Botanical Family: Lamiaceae (Mint).

Plant Zones: 10, 11 (tender perennial).3
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Passionate about Patchouli continued

Plant Characteristics 

Patchouli bears similar characteristics to its 
botanical family members. It is coveted for 
its aroma, yet if you walk past it in a garden, 
you are not going to be bowled over either by 
aroma or looks. It is the crushed leaves which 
release the most aromatic molecules of its 

penetrating scent.

•  Overall Appearance: A short, shrubby herb 
with a square, hairy stem and leaves.4

•  Leaves: Oval, hairy, and fragrant leaves 
which are green-purple in color.3 They are 

opposite and have a serrated edge.5

•  Flowers: Flower whorls of light-purple are 
supported on spikes, much like peppermint 

flowers. The flowers have long stamens.5

•  Essential Oil and Hydrosol: Extracted by 
steam distillation of the dried and fermented 

leaves. The reason the leaves are dried and 
fermented is to help in breaking down the leaf 
cell walls to release the aromatic molecules 
when distilling it.6 Fresh patchouli leaves will 
produce a much lower yield of oil/hydrosol 
with less favorable results. Fermentation, in 
this instance, is described by Arctander as a 
process of scalding the leaves with extremely 
hot steam or by curation of the stacked leaves. 
Chemistry and aroma characteristics are 

discussed under the Chemistry and Aroma 

Profiles in this article.

Plant Distribution

Surprisingly, at least to me, patchouli is a 
native of hotter climes such as Malaysia, the 

Philippines, and Indonesia. It first made its 
way to Europe, and eventually the Americas, 
by way of imported Indian shawls and scarves, 
which were scented with crushed patchouli 

leaves or oil.2,7 Keville writes that “Europeans 
learned to recognize imitation Asian scarves 
made in Scotland and England because they 
lacked patchouli’s characteristic aroma.”3

Today patchouli is cultivated worldwide 
and where it cannot be grown as a tender 
perennial, it might be possible to grow it as an 
annual plant.

Garden Profile

I haven’t grown or cultivated patchouli as a 
perennial in my Arizona garden, either from 
seed or cuttings, due to the incompatible 
plant zone as a perennial and relative lack 
of humidity as an annual. Keville states that 
patchouli prefers a little humidity (sadly 

lacking in my dry climate) and a minimum 
temperature of 60 degrees Fahrenheit.3 

However, with the addition of a greenhouse 
this autumn, I am excited to try to start such 
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Passionate about Patchouli continued

tender, and more moisture-loving, plants as 
patchouli next year. Grown in pots, it can be 
brought indoors for colder winter months if 
you have a more humid climate.

How to Grow Patchouli: Patchouli can 

be grown from seed, or root propagation and 
rootstock. It likes full sun with a little bit of 
shade. It prefers moist soil. It is said that a 
sunny position will produce a more aromatic 
plant than a plant which lacks it.9

Garden Benefits: Like other members of the 

Lamiaceae plant family, if patchouli is left to 

flower, it will attract beneficial pollinators to 
the garden. However, if you plan to harvest pa-

tchouli for tea or to distill into an oil or hydro-

sol, you will want to harvest the leaves before 
it bolts. Consider growing some patchouli for 
harvesting, and some for the sole purpose of 
attracting pollinators to your garden.

Historical Use 

The true origins of patchouli (Pogostemon 

cablin) are not entirely certain, although 
Southeast Asia (as a region vs. a specific 
country) is probable. Peace Rhind10 states that 

other species within the genus of Pogostemon 

are prevalent in the region, such as Java 
patchouli (P. heyneunus), P. hortensis and 

P. comosum, which are also distilled for an 
essential oil. One thing is certain: According to 
multiple texts, patchouli has been revered for 
its aroma for centuries.

Historical Names for Patchouli10

Historical Civilization Historical Name

Ancient China Guang huo hsiang

Ancient Hindu (Sanskrit) Tamala-pattra

Ancient Greece Malabathron

Some of patchouli’s many historical uses 

include:

• Buddhist monks used it to make a cleansing 
bath.9

• It was used as a perfumed ink for writing 
ancient Chinese scrolls.9

• Use as an incense, perfume, and insect 

repellent.4,9

• For colds, stomach pain, headaches, 

nausea, and as a snake bite antidote (China, 
Malaysia, and Japan).7

• For fever, epidemics, and to strengthen the 
immune system.2

Recent history saw a revival of patchouli as  
the “hippy” scent of the ‘60s and early ‘70s. 
Many of this generation associate the scent 
with that particular period of their lives and, 
depending on individual circumstances and 
memories, it can provoke a strong positive or 
negative reaction.

Chemistry Profile

Herb: Chevallier4 lists the key constituents of 

patchouli oil (within the leaves) as patchoulol.

Essential Oil: All sources researched agree 
that the main chemical component of patchouli 

essential oil is patchouli alcohol (patchoulol), 

although the percentage of this can vary. Most 
sources quote patchouli alcohol content of 

between 30-35% range, but Tisserand and 
Young10 state that Chinese-sourced patchouli 

(vs. Indonesian-sourced patchouli) essential 
oil can be as low as 17.5% of patchouli alcohol. 
Battaglia states that, “The higher quantity of 
patchouli alcohol is considered a sign of higher 
quality patchouli oil.”11 He also adds that 
“30% is the minimum percentage of patchouli 
alcohol in patchouli that is accepted in the 

essential oil market.”
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Sade12 gives a comprehensive list of the main 
chemical components of patchouli essential 

oil which include (in descending order) 
patchoulol, delta-guaiene, alpha-guaiene, 
alpha-patchoulene, gamma-patchoulene, 
seychellene, beta-patchoulene, beta-
caryophyllene, and pogostone. Battaglia 
states that over sixty chemical components 
have been identified in patchouli essential oil, 
making it in indeed one of the more chemically 
complex essential oils.11

Resinoid: Arctander6 talks about the 
availability of a patchouli resinoid but, as this 
book was written in 1960, availability of such 
might have changed over the years. I suspect 
this perfume material is not as available as it 
was back then but other perfume materials, 
such as patchouli absolute and patchouli 
CO2, are available from exclusive suppliers 
at a higher cost, as I found in my research. 
Patchouli CO2 may have uses in aromatherapy, 
but the essential oil is more readily available.

Adulteration: Both Arctander6 and 

Tisserand and Young10 state that patchouli 

essential oil may be adulterated with 
other essential oils. Adulterants include 
gurjun balsam (Dipterocarpus turbinatus) 

essential oil, cedarwood (spp. unspecified) 
essential oil, copaiba balsam (Copaifera 

officinalis) essential oil, vetiver (Vetiveria 

zizanioides) essential oil and clove (Syzygium 

aromaticum) essential oil. Other adulterants 
may include vegetable oils. However, due to 
the relative low cost of patchouli essential oil, 
the incentive to adulterate is not high.

Hydrosol: Limited data is available on the 
chemical constituents of patchouli hydrosol. 
However, Price and Price13 list patchouli leaves 

as having 0.12 – 0.13% of volatile oil in water 
distillate (hydrosol).

Passionate about Patchouli continued

Aroma Profile 

Essential Oil: The aroma profile for 
patchouli as an essential oil is both varied 
and long. My own personal interpretation of 
(dark) patchouli essential oil is a strong base 
note oil with an earthy, balsamic, exotic, and 
perhaps a somewhat fruity-wine note. I find 
it to be a grounding oil and a great fixative in 
aromatic blends, even those where its use is 
barely detectable. I have used it to hold notes 
in a citrus blend creation and you would not 
have known that it was there, unless you had a 
very keen nose. I used it as the blend had to be 
long-lasting as part of a package for business 
travelers for an unnamed airline.

Peace Rhind15 describes patchouli essential 
oil with a varied list of adjectives including 
“unique, distinctive and complex” and 
“rich, intense, rounded, smooth, persistent, 
slightly sweet scent, with earthy, balsamic, 
woody, spicy, rooty, herbaceous, green, bitter 
chocolate, peppery and wine-like notes.” She 
discusses its importance as a raw material 
for perfumery in some depth and how it was 
used in perfumes such as Dior and Clinique.9 

Its versatility as a fragrance, perhaps due to a 
complex combination of aromatic molecules, 
is what makes it so popular as a perfume 
ingredient, in addition to its staying power.

As stated in the description of dark and 

light patchouli essential oil which follows, 

Patchouli (Pogostemon cablin)
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The Difference Between Dark and Light Patchouli Essential Oil

Passionate about Patchouli continued

Arctander7 believes that what he describes 
as “native distilled” patchouli essential oil is 
less tenacious and less spicy-balsamic than 
European or American distilled patchouli 

essential oil. He describes native distilled as 
“rich, sweet-herbaceous, aromatic-spicy and 
woody-balsamic” with “an almost wine-like, 
ethereal-floral sweetness  in the initial notes.” 
Arctander goes on to describe European and 
American distilled essential oil as having 
“a pronounced top note of fruity, wine-like 
sweetness, and less pronounced woody-
earthy notes.” He adds that with aging “any 

sharp-green or ‘wet-earthy,’ minty notes are 
subdued or vanish, and the sweetness rises 
to the surface of the odor pattern.” This is 
one of the reasons that patchouli essential oil 

fascinates me so, as it has a multi-dimensional 

aroma profile that changes with maturity, 
something other essential oils don’t possess to 
the same degree.

Plant: Keville3 is one of the few sources who 
gives a comprehensive description of the 
actual patchouli leaves. She describes the 
aroma as “rich and musty.” She speculates 

Patchouli essential oil is often 

described as dark patchouli essential 

or light patchouli essential oil. Traditional 

distillation of patchouli was conducted in 

iron vats. Although a small amount of iron 

was shown to leach into the oil, it was 

not thought to adversely affect the oil’s 
properties.11 

Simply put, dark patchouli essential oil is 

steam distilled using iron vats whereas 

light patchouli essential oil is steam distilled 

using stainless steel vats.14 Perfumers may 

redistill iron-distilled patchouli oil to remove 

the undesirable color.11 And you may also 

find light patchouli essential oil described 
as iron-free (a reference to the method of 

distilling). 

Dark and light patchouli essential oil will 

exhibit a difference in both aroma and 
appearance. In my opinion, dark patchouli 

essential oil is a more tenacious, deeper, 

and richer essential oil than light patchouli 

essential oil. As the name suggests, light 

patchouli essential oil is lighter than 

the dark variety, clearer in color, and, 

again in my opinion, fades more quickly. 

Before I knew the difference between 
these two types of patchouli essential oil, 

I mistakenly purchased light patchouli 

essential oil, thinking it was the same as 

my previous purchases of dark patchouli 

essential oil. I was disappointed both in 

the color and lighter aroma, thinking the 

supplier had sold me an inferior oil. That’s 
not to say that light patchouli essential oil 

doesn’t have its place; just know which 
type you are purchasing and watch for 

descriptions, or lack of them. Ask if you 

are unsure.

Arctander7 has some thoughts on the 

differences between the distillations of  
“native distilled” and “European or 

American” distilled patchouli essential oil 

which are explored in the Aroma Profile 

section of this article.
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Passionate about Patchouli continued

that “its perfume seems to be created from the 
unusual combination of sweet, damp earth, 
rotted wood, exotic tree resin, and a hint of 
rosemary.” Perhaps the reason that patchouli 
repulses some people is because, as Keville 
states, it reminds them of a “musty closet.” 
Not something anyone wants to be reminded 
of, but as with many extractions from plants, 
the essential oil is a lot more beautiful in 
aroma than its source. Peace Rhind9 throws a 
little light on the “mold” descriptor by stating 
that “over-fermentation [of patchouli leaves] 
results in a moldy note in the oil.” Perhaps this 
factor can some way in determining the quality 
of the patchouli essential oil in question.

Therapeutic Properties

Herb: Chevallier4 lists the use of patchouli 

as an herb for fever, headaches, as an 
antidepressant, antiseptic, and as an 

aphrodisiac. You will also see patchouli used 
in herbal tinctures, teas and, like many herbs, 
you can infuse into an oil such as sunflower 
(Helanthius annuus). 

Essential Oil: Just as patchouli essential oil 
is versatile in aroma, its therapeutic properties 

are numerous, too. One of the most surprising 
uses of patchouli essential oil is an insect 

repellent; it is certainly a more appealing 
aroma than strongly scented citronella 
(Cymbopogon nardus), at least to me. Lawless1 

lists patchouli essential oil’s therapeutic 

properties as anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial, 
astringent, antiviral, bactericidal, nervine, 
prophylactic, antidepressant, antiseptic, 

cicatrizant, fungicidal, and tonic, among 
others.

Peace Rhind15 suggests using patchouli 
essential oil in a blend for all types of skin 

issues and wounds, as a stress-related muscle 
blend, and for conditions such as depression 
and anxiety.

Energetics: It is worth mentioning the ener-

getics of patchouli essential oil here as several 
authors list its importance as such. Mojay2 

lists it as a warm energetic which is earthy and 
sweet. He states that “the oil is particularly 
relevant for conditions of weak immunity, 
where overwork and chronic anxiety have left 
the person prone to infection.” Grounding, 
strengthening the mind, reconnecting to cre-

ative processes, and reigniting the senses are 
other key elements for patchouli.

Cautions for Use

Patchouli essential oil is generally non-
sensitizing and a non-irritant. However, like 
with all plants and oils, certain individuals 
may react differently, and appropriate caution 
should always be exercised.

Clinical Studies

Patchouli has a number of therapeutic 
properties, as supported by the following 
clinical studies and trials:

• Antibacterial and Antimicrobial: A study on 

the Evaluation of the Antibacterial Activity 

of Patchouli Oil conducted by Xian Yang, 
Xue Zhang, Shui-Ping Yang and Wei-Qi Liu 
concluded that patchouli oil “had strong 
antimicrobial effects. Particularly, pogostone 
and (-)- patchouli alcohol have potent 

antimicrobial activity.”16

• Potential as a Novel Anti-influenza Virus 
Agent (Patchouli Alcohol): The potential 

anti-viral power of the chemical component 
patchouli alcohol was tested in the study 
Inhibition Effects of Patchouli Alcohol 
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Against Influenza a Virus Through Targeting 
Cellular P13K/Akt and ERK/MAPK Signaling 

Pathways. Researchers Yunja Yu, Yang Zhang, 
Shuyao Wang, Wei Liu, Cui Hang and Wei 
Wang showed that “PA [patchouli alcohol] 
significantly inhibited different IAV [anti-
influenza virus] strains multiplication in vitro, 
and may block IAV [anti-influenza virus] 
infection through inactivating virus particles 
directly and interfering with some early stages 
after virus adsorption.”17 

• Analgesic and Anti-inflammatory: 

Tsung-Chun Lu, Jung-Chun Liao, Tai-Hung 
Huang, Ying-Chih Lin, Chia-Yu Liu, Yung-
Jia Chiu, Wen-Huang Peng’s paper on the 

Analgesic and Anti-inflammatory Activities 
of the Menthanol Extract from Pogostemon 

Cablin demonstrated the “analgesic and 
anti-inflammatory effects of PCMeOH 
[standardized Pogostemon cablin menthanol 

extract], thus verifying its popular use in 
traditional medicine.”18

• Antifungal: A number of studies summarized 
in the article A Comprehensive Review 

on the Phytochemical Constituents and 

Pharmacological Activities 

of Pogostemon cablin Benth.: 

An Aromatic Medicinal 

Plant of Industrial 

Importance by Mallappa Kumara Swamy and 
Uma Rani Sinniah demonstrate that patchouli 
oil “effectively inhibited C. albans,” “[Patchouli 
alcohol] showed antifungal activity against a 
population of Aspergillus species,” and the 
component pogostone from patchouli oil 
successfully treated Candida infections.19

Insecticidal and Repellant Action: The study 
Insecticidal and Repellant Action of Pogostone 

Against Myzus persicae (Hempitera: 

Aphididae) by Yue Chen, Yucui Li, Ziren 
Su, Jidong Xian concluded that “pogostone 
exerts significant repellency, contact toxicity, 
and antifeedant activity against M. persicae. 
Pogostone may account, at least in part, for the 
purported insecticidal efficacy of patchouli oil. 
This study has provided important baseline 
information for the potential use of pogostone 
as a promising, safe insecticidal agent with low 
environmental toxicity.”20 

It is important to read the complete study to 
understand the full meaning behind each of 
these findings, as summarized here.

In Conclusion

Patchouli is a plant, and an essential oil, that 

you should revisit, if you’ve had misgivings 
about it in the past. From its leaves it produces 
a lasting scent of wood and earth, with 
tantalizing fruit, wine, and sweet notes, a feat 
that hardly any other plant can do. It is the last 

one standing when a strong perfume fixative 
is needed and actually improves with age. 

Therapeutically, it is a multi-tasker 

with some hidden benefits.  
Plant patchouli for today and 

tomorrow—and you’ll be rewarded 
with a multi-dimensional ally in both your 

garden and apothecary.

Passionate about Patchouli continued

Patchouli  

(Pogostemon cablin)
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Passionate about Patchouli continued

Given the amount of handwashing we 

are all doing these days, I think that 

a lotion bar is the perfect solution 

to counteract the sometimes-drying 

agents of water-based lotions. Did I 

mention I love this recipe?  

Although this is a complex recipe, 

it allows for substitution of nearly 

all the ingredients if you haven’t 
got the listed ingredient to hand. 

And, if you make it in the quantity 

stated, you will have plenty of 

stock to keep you going for quite 

a while. 

This recipe is based on a 42-oz. 

soap silicone mold I used.  

Adjust as needed. For beginners 
and experienced aromatherapists 

alike. The recipe produces a 

beautiful, raw floral aroma, with 
an earthy base.

Ingredients:
• 15-oz. organic, unrefined cocoa butter 

(Theobroma cacao) 

• 8-oz. organic, unrefined beeswax (Cera alba)

• 7-oz. organic, unrefined shea butter (Vitellaria 

paradoxa)

• 12-oz. organic calendula (Calendula officinalis) 
oil

• 1 Tbsp. organic, dried calendula (Calendula 
officinalis) flowers

• 1 Tbsp. organic, dried rose (Rosa spp.) buds

• 1 tsp. mixed organic, dried flowers 
• Optional: Patchouli (Pogostemon cablin) 

essential oil at between 2-5%. Use 2% 

dilution rate for concentrated use and for 

face, and up to 5% dilution for all over body 

use. Those with sensitive skin should use the 

lowest dilution rate and/or avoid inclusion of 

an essential oil blend.

Recipe and photo this page © Sharon Falsetto. 
Permission is given to use this recipe for personal 
use but not for commercial reproduction or gain.

Luscious Calendula and Pach-Rose Lotion Bar Loaf        

Time Schedule (Over 2 Days):
• Melting of cocoa butter, beeswax, and shea 

butter: 1-½ to 2 hours.

• Cooling Time: 2 hours plus overnight in the 

freezer.

• Finishing Time: 30 minutes to  
1 hour.

Equipment:
• Double boiler. You can makeshift a double 

boiler at home by placing one smaller pan 

inside of a larger pan.

• Soap silicone mold and box.

• Soap cutter or large knife.

• Large cutting board.

NAHA Recipe Card: Luscious Calendula and Pach-Rose Lotion Bar Loaf
print-out-and-keep
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Directions for Making, Day One: 

• Measure out each of the ingredients and set 

aside in separate bowls.

• Prepare the essential oil blend if you are using 

it. Set aside.

• Slowly heat up the water on the stove for the 

double boiler. 

• Add cocoa butter to the double boiler and melt 

slowly.

• Once the cocoa butter is melted, add beeswax 

and continue to melt slowly.

• Once the beeswax is melted, add shea butter 

and continue to melt slowly.

• Add calendula oil to the mix and stir in gently, 

making sure all of the ingredients are blended 

together completely.

• Add 1 Tbsp. each of calendula flowers and rose 
buds. Stir in well.

• Take off the heat and add the essential oil blend 
if you are using it. Stir in well.

• Immediately pour the mixture into the silicone 

soap mold and box.

• Next, place the silicone mold and box in the 

fridge without spilling any liquid. Cover and 

leave for two hours.

• Next, remove from the fridge and place in the 

freezer without spilling any liquid. Leave for half 

an hour.

• After about half an hour, the mixture should be 

hardening up enough to sprinkle the remaining 

teaspoon of organic, dried flowers on top. Do 
not mix in.

• Place the box back into the freezer and leave 

overnight.

Passionate about Patchouli continued

Directions for Making, Day Two: 

• Remove the box from the freezer. The lotion 

bar loaf should now be solid.

• Prise the lotion bar block gently from the mold. 

Set on cutting board.

• Using the soap cutter or a large knife, cut into 

blocks.

• Wrap in tissue paper to gift or use a soap dish 

or small box to store at home. I advise leaving 

it in the refrigerator until you are ready to use 

the bar, especially in warm climates. You can 

use direct from refrigerator for a more cooling 

effect.

Instructions for Use: Rub the lotion bar over 

hands and/or body when you moisturize, or 

after washing hands. Leave to soak in.

Cautions: For adult use only. However, you 
could prepare a simple variation of this recipe 

for use with children (over 3 years of age) by 
leaving out the essential oil blend and the dried 

flowers. Children may need supervision to use 
the lotion bar effectively.
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NAHA Recipe Card: Luscious Calendula and Pach-Rose Lotion Bar Loaf
print-out-and-keep
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