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Lemon Verbena – Powerful Lemon Scent and Flavor 
Aloysia citriodora 

 

~ ~ ~  the most powerful lemon scent and flavor of all of the lemon herbs  ~ ~ ~ 
 
 
 
 
Lemon verbena, Aloysia citriodora, has gone through name changes 
through its history. Other botanical names it is synonymous with are: 
Aloysia triphylla, Lippia citriodora, Verbena citriodora, and Verbena 
triphylla. Some of its common names are lemon vervain or lemon 
beebush which refers to its immense popularity among bees across 
South American countries where it is hardy and blooms well.  
 
 
 
 

Lemon Verbena’s History & Path to Us 

• Lemon verbena has its origins in South America, particularly in Argentina and Chile. It is also native to 
Peru, Uruguay, Brazil, and Bolivia. 

• It was brought to Europe in the 17th century by the Spanish after colonializing South America. It was 
easier to grow and cheaper to procure than lemons, so became a citrus substitute. 

• The first European botanist who publicly noticed this plant, naming it Aloysia triphylla, was the French 
naturalist Philibert Commerson in 1767. He collected the plant in Buenos Aires as part of a 1766 
botanical circumnavigation led by Bougainville, a French admiral and explorer.  

• Commerson brought specimens of the plant to the Royal Botanic Garden of Madrid where new species 
of plants being identified by European explorers were collected and studied. There, two Spanish 
physicians and botanists Casimiro Gomez Ortega and Antonio Paulau y Verdera gave the plant its 
botanical name Aloysia citriodora. 

• The name was effectively published in the first volume of Palau’s Parte Practica de Botanica in 1784. 
Aloysia honors Maria Luisa, Princess of Parma who was the wife of King Charles IV of Spain. citriodora 
refers to the lemony odor of the leaves. For this reason, lemon verbena sometimes goes by the 
nickname ‘Herb Louisa.’ 

• In 1785, the French botanist Joseph Dombey, landed in Cadiz, Spain with plants collected in Chile. He 
had been sent by the French and Spanish governments to look for plant species that could be 
naturalized in Europe. Unfortunately, the specimens were impounded by the Spanish government and 
left to rot. He was imprisoned but eventually escaped to France. 

• Meanwhile, Gomez Ortega sent seeds and specimens that survived to the French botanist and 
magistrate Charles Louis L’Heritier de Brutelle in Paris who had to flee to London with them when the 
Spanish demanded them. Fortunately, a few surviving seeds were those of lemon verbena. He 
published the plant as Verbena triphylla. 

• In England, John Sibthorpe a professor of Botany at Oxford, obtained the specimens and introduced 
lemon verbena to British horticulture. 

• By 1797, lemon verbena was common in greenhouses around London and its popularity increased. 

• By the late 18th Century, the Spanish began cultivating ‘Herb Louisa’ in their homeland. 

• Its essential oil was first used as a scent for perfume, in the early 19th century. 
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• Through the 19th century, the plant was popular with Victorian ladies who sewed leaves into the darts 
of their dresses, tucked sprigs into hankies and nosegays, floated them in finger bowls, or simply 
rubbed the herb on their necks for its refreshing scent. 

• It was during this time that it was introduced to North America and became a popular addition to both 
outdoor and indoor gardens. 

• The herb would fall into relative obscurity in European and North American cuisine, but has been 
making a comeback in recent years. 

 
Folklore & Presence in Modern Culture 

• In the past, lemon verbena was associated with holiness and commonly believed to have the ability to 
ward off evil. Teas made from several different species of the verbena plants were thought to provide 
protection against the devil, vampires, and other demonic entities. 

• Due to its purifying properties, the plant was used to clean altars after each ceremonial ritual. 

• The Romans are said to have used the herb to make a love drink; apparently a small amount added to a 
lover’s drink would inspire passion. 

• Ancient Greeks are said to have put dried leaves into their pillows to promote pleasant dreams. 

• Lemon verbena has been historically linked with love and romance. It symbolizes sensitivity in the 
language of flowers. 

• In 1939 in the book Gone with the Wind by Margaret Mitchell, character Scarlett O’Hara, declares that 
lemon verbena is her mother’s favorite scent. 

• In the TV series The Little House on the Prairie, Laura Ingles mentioned the perfume that her teacher 
Mrs. Beadle wore was lemon verbena, and that it was Laura’s favorite scent. 

 
Uses 

• Commercial Use – The essential oil is used commercially in the production of cosmetics, fragrance, 
soaps, oil for candles and diffusers, liqueurs, and as an ingredient in some insect repellents. Lemon 
verbena offers little yield of oil compared to the volume of leaves, so is not grown globally. It is 
cultivated in South America often for its culinary use. It is cultivated mainly for its oil in Mediterranean 
Europe, North Africa, and Asia. 

• Home Use 
o Infusions can be used in aromatherapy, as a skin splash, an addition to the bath, or as a scented 

hair rinse. 
o It can be used in crafts such as potpourri and sachet making since dried leaves hold onto their scent 

for years. 
o Its strong lemon flavor can be used in the kitchen with any food that pairs well with lemon. A pure 

lemon flavor is present without the acid one gets from lemon juice; its flavor is similar to the citrus 
zest. When used fresh, chop leaves finely since the mature ones can be tough. Whole, dry leaves 
can be infused in a liquid and then strained out. 

• Food complements: basil, bay, beans & legumes, beverages both hot & cold, butter, 
cardamom, chives, cilantro, cinnamon, desserts, fish & seafood, fruit & berries, garlic, 
ginger, grains, honey, ice cream, jams & jellies, lavender, marinades, mint, oil, parsley, 
pasta, potatoes, poultry, puddings, vegetables, rice, rosemary, salads & dressings, sorbets, 
sugar, tea, thyme, vanilla 

o The citrus scent attracts several types of pollinators to the garden including butterflies. 

• Medicinal Use – The medicinal effects of lemon verbena are mild and can be obtained more readily 
from other herbs. However, the herb was used in traditional folk medicine to cure certain ailments. 
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The oil is somewhat antifungal. It is also claimed to act as a gentle sedative and has been used to 
reduce fever, settle stomach upset and intestinal spasms, and sooth bronchial and nasal congestion. 

 

As with all other herbs, use by pregnant and breastfeeding women and children should be with care. 
Lemon verbena may worsen kidney disease, and has been known to cause allergic reactions such as: 
shortness of breath, chest pain, and hives or rashes.  The essential oil can cause skin redness or 
photosensitivity when applied externally so should be diluted before use. It is advisable to ingest 
lemon verbena in moderation as overconsumption may cause nausea. 

  
Plant Characteristics 

• Plant Type – Lemon verbena is a perennial woody shrub. It is in the Verbenaceae family. 

• Plant Size – The plant can get to be 10 to 12 feet tall in the tropics where it can be grown outdoors all 
year long. It will grow between 2 and 4 feet tall and wide in a container. 

• Stems & Leaves – Arching branches hold 3” long leaves that are narrow, pointed, pale green, and 
slightly rough to the touch. Leaves are opposite or held in whorls of three or four. 

• Flowers – Flowers are not ornamentally significant. In native habitats, plants have tiny white or pale-
pink flowers clustered along the last few inches of the main stem and on short stems in leaf axils 
blooming from April to August. Plant needs a long growing season to produce flowers, so if grown in 
the ground in areas colder than zone 8, a few flower sprays may appear from midsummer to early fall. 
Plants grown in containers and plants that are pruned frequently, rarely flower. 

• Scent & Flavor – Leaves emit a strong lemon scent when bruised, and is strongest at the peak of 
growth in mid- to late summer. The lemon flavor is also strong. 

• Hardiness – Zones 8 to 10 – Plant is evergreen where the temperature stays above 32 F. 
 

Cultivation  
Lemon verbena can be grown in the ground or in a container at least 12” wide. It should be grown near 
walkways or in places where the scent will “leap from the leaves at the slightest touch.” 

• Soil – Needs loose, friable soil so that it drains well. It cannot survive in heavy, wet soils. If grown in 
containers, commercial potting mix is fine. 

• pH – Grows best where the pH is near neutral of 7. pH of commercial potting mix is fine. 

• Light – Full sun is required for the best and bushiest growth.  

• Temperature – Is sensitive to cold, losing its leaves at temperatures below 32 F. The wood is hardy to 

14 F. It is grown as an annual or grown in a pot to be taken in before the first frost. 

• Water – Needs moist, well-draining soil. If overwintered indoors and the plant loses its leaves, or if 
being held dormantly in the cold months, minimal water is needed. 

• Fertility – Garden soil amended with compost and lightly mulched is rich in organic matter so includes 
some fertility. Fertility of potting mix with fertilizer will last for half the season and can be refreshed 
mid-season with a slow-release balanced fertilizer. This plant benefits from additional fertilizer from a 
water soluble, balanced fertilizer. About once every four weeks is recommended when the plant is in 
active growth. No fertilizer should be used when overwintering the plant indoors or holding it 
dormantly. 

• Harvesting & Pruning – When pruning, new growth occurs mainly at the whorl of leaves immediately 
below the cut and not at other points along the stem. This means that frequent, pruning is needed to 
keep the plant from becoming leggy and to increase its foliage production. So, use the plant often by 
pruning the tips of the stems to promote branching, to keep the plant shrubby, and to have lots more 
leaves for using fresh and for drying. If growing as an annual, remove all of the leaves before frost and 
preserve them by drying. 
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• Propagation – Most lemon verbena plants will not produce viable seed especially in our area where 
they seldom flower. They are best propagated by softwood cuttings. For greatest success, take cuttings 
from new growth in the summer when plants are vigorously growing. If taken later in the year, cuttings 
will take longer to root and are less likely to survive transplanting. To help, postpone the need to 
disturb the new root systems by starting in 2 to 3” pots and use supplemental lighting to get them 
through the cold months. 

• Diseases & Pests – Lemon verbena has no serious disease or insect problems. Aphids, whiteflies, mealy 
bugs, and spider mites may appear especially in dry environments. 

Overwintering 
When not being grown as an annual, lemon verbena can be brought indoors and overwintered successfully or 
can be held in a dormant state. The plant might not look so good, even to the point of having no leaves, but it 
can survive. The goal is to get it out of the cold before the first frost and keep the root system alive during the 
cold months. 

• Potting the Plant – If the plant is not already being grown in a container, it will need to be dug up from 
the garden and put into a pot with drainage holes that is large enough to fit the root system. After 
being watered well and allowed to drain, it is ready to be brought into a warmer, sheltered spot. 

• Bringing Indoors – There will be some leaf drop from transplant shock for a plant dug from the garden. 
In all cases there will be reactions to being in a new, growing environment. 
o Plants taken into the home will experience leaf drop simply from being in a new environment even 

if grown in a bright light area. The plant will need at least 12 hours of supplemental light to hold its 
leaves. The amount of water used should be commensurate with the number of leaves; if no leaves 
are present, soil should be watered thoroughly and then allowed to almost completely dry out 
before watering again. Once the day length increases, leaf buds will begin to show. At that point, 
watering should be stepped up a bit.  

o Plants held dormantly in an unheated but frost-free garage or basement will lose all of their leaves 
so will need no light. They should be kept minimally moist, watering once every 4 to 6 weeks only. 
Water thoroughly and then allow to dry out before watering again. The plant will become ready for 
outdoor growth once the temperatures warm up. 

• Spring Preparations – Once there is no longer a danger of frost in the spring, plants can be made ready 
for bringing outdoors. For those plants overwintered in the home, new growth may already have 
started. For all overwintered lemon verbenas, is time to prune back the stems, making sure to cut away 
any dead wood. The amount of pruning will depend on the plant size. If the plant will be grown in a 
container, up-pot the plant in new potting mix if it is root bound.  

• Acclimating to Outdoors & Fertilizing – Over a period of a week or two, gradually expose plants to 
sunlight, wind, and rain. Plants should now be fed with a balanced fertilizer to get the growing started 
if not already contained in the potting mix. Once acclimated, container plants can stay outdoors full 
time, and those that will spend the growing season in the garden bed can be dug in. 

 
Culinary Uses 
 
Beverage Ideas 

• Make herbal tea, hot or iced by steeping 5 to 10 minutes. Other herbs and/or spices can be included if 
desired. 

• Make a simple syrup. Bring to the boil: 1 cup sugar, 1 cup water, and 1/2 cup loosely packed lemon 
verbena leaves. Take off the heat and steep for 15 minutes. Strain and refrigerate. 
o Add some when making cocktails, non-alcoholic spritzers, iced tea, punches, or lemonade. 

•  Make flavored water. Add a small bundle to ice water stored in the refrigerator. 
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Baking & Dessert Ideas 

• Chop fresh leaves finely and add to fruit salad, fruit tarts and pies, fruit jam, chilled fruit soups such as 
strawberry or peach, cookies, and cakes. 

• Infuse lemon flavor into the liquid part of a recipe. Bring the liquid to just under the boiling point. Add 
lemon verbena and steep for 15 minutes, then strain. If the liquid is not strong enough, repeat the process 
with fresh herbs. If too strong add more liquid. Measure out the appropriate amount and make sure to 
cool it down if the recipe calls for a cool or cold liquid. 
o Flavor whipped cream. Infuse into warmed whipping or heavy cream. Cool in refrigerator until very 

cold before whipping. 
o Flavor sorbet or ice cream. 
o Flavor the cream for puddings and other custard-style desserts, such as: panna cotta, flan, crème 

brûlée, and pots de crème. 
o Flavor cakes, frostings, and glazes. 

• Make Lemon Verbena flavored sugar. Whizz fresh leaves with sugar in a blender and use as is, or bury 
whole leaves in sugar for a couple of weeks and strain out before using. 
o Use flavored sugar to make cakes, cookies, and other baked goods and desserts. 

• Use simple syrup (see above) to flavor desserts. 
o Use to moisten sponge cake or ladyfingers, or drizzle on crêpes and yogurt. 
o Use when poaching fruit such as pears or peaches. 

• Fruits that Lemon Verbena Complements: apricots, berries, cherries, grapes, melon, nectarines, peaches, 
pears, plums, rhubarb 

 

Savory Ideas 

• Chop fresh leaves finely and add to any dish for added lemon flavor. 

• Add whole leaves to the pot when making soup or broth. Remove before serving. 

• Make lemon verbena flavored vinegar for salad dressings and marinades. Bruise 1 cup leaves and cover 
with 2 cups vinegar for 30 days. White distilled or white wine vinegar works best. 

• Make lemon verbena flavored oil using the same method as for making vinegar. 

• Insert a handful in the steamer when steaming chicken, fish, or vegetables. 

• Make herb butter for a topping for poultry, fish, vegetables, rice, and grains. 

• Put leaves under poultry skin and in the cavity of whole poultry alone or with other herbs. 

• Make lemon verbena pesto by substituting that herb in any pesto recipe. Try it with pasta, veggies, panini 
sandwiches, crostini or salads. 

• Make lemon verbena jelly. Use on toast, biscuits, or pancakes or as a flavoring on savory foods. 
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