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More than just offering beautiful fragrances, flowers, 
spices and herbs can be harnessed for their healing 
and energising benefits on body, mind and spirit. 

Jamie Khoo sniffs out the science behind aromatherapy

“Whether you look at its chemical make-
up – which is anti-inflammatory, analgesic, 
antiseptic, anti-spasmodic, cicatrising – or 
its emotional and spiritual use – to de-
stress, relax, calm and soothe – lavender is 
all about healing and nurturing.”

A few weeks later, I meet Tania Leong, 
certified aromatherapist, energy healer and 
founder of This Wonderful Life in Plaza 
Damas, a shop specialising in alternative 
therapies. As she gets down to the science 
of aromatherapy – citing studies in human 
physiology, chemistry and botany as 
part of her training – I realise this is no 
hocus-pocus. Every plant is studied for its 
chemical and botanical properties, and far-
reaching benefits.

Aromatherapy isn’t new. While the 
term might only have been coined in 
1928 by French chemist René-Maurice 
Gattefossé, plants, flowers, herbs and 
spices were already harnessed for their 
healing properties by ancient Chinese, 
Egyptians and Greeks, more than 5,000 
years ago.

“Aromatherapy is chemistry. Essential 
oils have natural chemical constituents in 

I’m sitting next to about 50 bottles 
of essential oils, about to create my 
very own fragrance. But not just 
any fragrance – one which will also 
contain the essence of who I am 
and what I want to be.

I’m with Debbie Mulkern, trained 
aromatherapist and founder of New Forest 
Aromatics in the UK, and she’s helping 
me create a spiritual perfume. Before I get 
sniffing, we chat a little about the qualities 
I wish to develop. I’m stepping into a new 
phase of my life, so I decide I want to live 
with courage and joy, and by the motto, 
“What would love do?” Then I stick my 
nose in the bottles.

This turns into an olfactory adventure 
– I discover scents I never thought I’d 
like, plants I never knew existed and 
a few old favourites. But as Mulkern 
talks me through my choice of oils, their 
benefits and “personalities”, I learn that 
there’s much more to this business of 
aromatherapy than just lovely smells.

Every oil has properties that affect us 
on both a physical and an emotional level. 
“[Consider] lavender,” says Mulkern. 
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them that have been used for centuries in 
perfumery, cosmetics and medicine,” says 
Leong. “They are chemical compounds 
and have natural components like 
terpenes. For example, pine and juniper 
both have terpenes, which, generally, 
are very good as a decongestant and 
antiseptic. More specifically, pine is better 
for bronchitis and asthma, while juniper is 
better for gout and rheumatism.”

Mulkern, who’s worked with essential 
oils for more than 20 years, attributes her 
clients’ improved physical and emotional 
health to oils. “These include alleviating 
skin problems, such as acne, eczema and 
fungal infections, reducing stress levels, 
and helping with depression, anxiety and 
self-confidence. I have also used essential 
oils to help women with various issues 
during pregnancy and labour.”

It doesn’t end at merely knowing the 
healing properties and effects of each 
oil. There are also different methods of 
application that vary according to need 
and the nature of the oil itself.

In aromatherapy massages or baths, 
Leong explains, the molecules of the 
oils are absorbed into the bloodstream, 
delivering benefits to our organs. When 
inhaled, oil molecules enter the respiratory 
system, helping to relieve conditions, such 
as asthma, coughs and colds. They also 
work on the limbic system of our brain 
— which controls emotional behaviour, 
motivation and memory — to improve our 
mood and mental wellbeing.

Half an hour into the creation of my 
spiritual perfume, my senses are buzzed 
and happy. As Mulkern talks me through 
my choices, I’m pleasantly surprised to see 
just how well they match up to the very 
qualities I had articulated earlier.

There’s lime for clarity and to uplift 
negative energies; bergamot for joy and 
stimulating happy hormones; and rose, 
for love, among many others. I don’t have 
any serious health problems, but I’m easily 
flustered and stressed, so I’m keen to see 
if the perfume will settle my nerves and 
bring a little peace.

The holistic effects of essential oils are 
best explained when we examine their 
electromagnetic vibrational frequencies, 
which are found in all living organisms 
and can be measured in hertz. Generally, 
positive, healthy life forms register higher 

frequencies, while lowered frequencies 
indicate or create illness in the body.

Scientific studies in the ’90s revealed 
that essential oils clocked the highest 
levels of vibrational energies. It was also 
discovered that these oils, when used 
correctly, could minimise the frequency of 
people suffering certain illnesses, restore 
health and lift moods.

The oils, no matter how tiny the 
molecules might seem, do literally change 
the energy levels and processes in our 
body, mind and spirit. “Essential oils are 
the most concentrated form of plant energy 
and chemistry available,” says Mulkern, 
so it’s not just your imagination that a few 
drops of bergamot in the oil burner make 
you feel happier or that lavender calms 
you when you’re feeling stressed.

But with great power comes great 
responsibility, for these little drops of oil 
can be as potent as they are beneficial so 
always consult a trained aromatherapist.

By the time I leave Mulkern with my 
Jamie-themed perfume, I’m giddy with 
the thought that I have a bottle filled 

with all my favourite scents. I’m not even 
thinking much about the oils’ properties 
or effects anymore.

But, after a few weeks, I realise that 
when I wear it to work I’m more alert, 
joyful and focused. I have more energy to 
hit the gym afterwards, stay up late and 
still wake up fresh – the lime has kicked 
in. When I spritz on the perfume before 
going out I feel more open and chatty – a 
big deal for the introvert in me that would 
rather hide in a corner with a snack. Looks 
like the bergamot is doing its job. I’m 
feeling more contented and less anxious. 
Where I once would panic and ruminate 
over things, reacting to situations through 
a lens of love and calmness – thanks to the 
rose – comes easier.

One of the soundest things Leong tells 
me is that essential oils don’t add more 
synthetic gunk to our body, but restore, 
heal and bring us back to our strongest 
self. And if moods alone are anything to 
go by, that blend of oils is making me my 
most clear-headed, confident best that I’ve 
been in a long while. 

Jasmine

Eucalyptus

Lavender

Rose

Lime

P L A N T  M A T T E R

A rose by any other name… will offer just as many benefits for the 
body. Here’s a quick look at the properties of our five favourite oils

HOW IT LOVES 
YOUR BODY

HOW IT UPLIFTS 
YOUR MIND

Fights depression, helps to 
develop self-confidence 

and happiness

Is rejuvenating; helps to 
uplift your mood

Relieves anxiety, nurtures 
stability and helps to calm 

a busy mind

Fosters feelings of love, 
wellbeing & harmony

Reduces stress, aids 
reproductive organs, 
balances hormones

Helps respiratory and skin 
problems, is antibacterial, 

relaxes muscle tension

Reduces stress; improves 
sleep; heals wounds; 

balances body functions; 

Balances hormones; 
is an aphrodisiac; 

nourishes skin; relaxes

Antibacterial and antiviral; 
strengthens immunity; aids 
digestion; strengthens and 

tightens skin

Releases negative thought 
patterns; increases mental 
clarity; can help to lighten  

your mood
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