
Bergamot

What is it?

First a bit of pronunciation – the T isn’t silent. It should be pronounced berga-mott. Native to South East 
Asia, the plant Citrus bergamia is abundant round the Mediterranean, and particularly in Calabria 
in Southern Italy. Bergamotto in Italian, it’s a pear shaped fruit that’s like a cross between an orange 
and a lemon. Not especially good to eat but the rind and fruit have amazing antioxidant and anti-
inflammatory properties. They contain complex polyphenol  compounds called flavonoids including 
naringin, neohesperidin and neoeriocitrin. All citrus fruits contain flavonoids but the concentration 
of them is particularly high in the bergamot orange. Don’t confuse the bergamot orange with wild 
bergamot (Monarda fistulosa, known as bee balm). The latter is a wildflower belonging to the mint 
family, native to North America and used medicinally, mainly for digestive problems.

What does it do?

Oral bergamot is widely used to lower LDL (bad) cholesterol and triglycerides. It might help you 
avoid lipid-lowering drugs or increase their effect if you need this type of medication. It can also 
help with blood glucose and blood pressure control. Through these actions, it’s good for the heart 
and blood vessels. Also helps to control anxiety. Used orally or as aromatherapy, it can promote 
relaxation and help with sleep. Topical bergamot, applied to the skin, is used to treat psoriasis 
(sometimes with UV light), for vitiligo and to help with wound healing.

How to use it

Oral supplements typically have a dose of 500 mg. Use once or twice a day, and it’s best taken 
on an empty stomach to improve absorption. The extract of one fruit amounts to about 500 mg of 
supplement, and good quality supplements are standardised to contain at least 25% flavonoids. 
It may take up to 60 days to produce any effects, including lowering plasma lipids. The oils from 
the peel are used medicinally in aromatherapy but also widely used as a fragrance in cosmetics. 
Earl Grey tea is usually black tea flavoured with the oils from bergamot peel. It can be made from 
any tea including green tea, and rooibos and decaffeinated versions are also available. Earl Grey 
is great to help you relax and get to sleep. Best taken without milk as the citrus tends to curdle the 
milk. It’s named after Charles, the 2nd Earl Grey who served as British Prime Minister between 1830 
and 1834. The tea may have been developed to disguise the disagreeable taste of the water in his 
native Northumberland or even the water in London during the time he served as prime minister.

Is it safe?

Very safe indeed as an oral supplement or an aromatherapy oil. Don’t overdo it as it can cause 
gut upset, blurred vision or muscle cramps. It can lower blood glucose – careful if you’re taking 
diabetes medication. Some drugs (e.g. amitriptyline or amiodarone) can cause reactions to 
sunlight (photosensitivity) and this effect can be increased with bergamot. Topical bergamot can 
cause allergic reactions, photosensitivity and might even increase the risk of skin cancer.
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