
BACKHOUSIA CITRIODORA
By Stephanie Jackson

 If you’re out and about ex-
ploring a coastal or hinterland forest 
in the vast region that stretches from 
northern NSW to the Queensland 
city of Mackay, there’s a good 
chance you’ll come across Backhou-
sia citriodora in its native habitat. 
It’s an evergreen tree of the Myrtace-

ae family that, at maturity, can reach 
a height of six metres or more, but 
with many specimens in the bush be-
ing much smaller, you won’t have to 
peer up into the forest canopy to see it.
The tree is covered with dense fo-
liage of light green, slightly furry, 
elliptical leaves that are 5–10cms 

long and 2-4cms wide. A profusion 
of attractive, five petalled, creamy 
white flowers, each of which has 
numerous fluffy, cream-coloured 
stamens that are twice as long as 
the petals, appears from sum-
mer right through to autumn. Al-
though individual blooms are rel-
atively small, B. citriodora, with 
its clusters of 10-15 blooms that 
develop at the ends of its branch-
es, puts on an elegant floral display 
that is followed by the production 
of small nut-like seed capsules. 
The genus Backhousia was named 
in honour of James Backhouse - 
an English nurseryman and plant 
collector who published sever-

al accounts of his observations of 
Australian flora following his vis-
it to the colony as a Quaker mis-
sionary in the early 19th century. 
The tree’s botanical name also pro-
vides a clue to its most readily rec-
ognisable feature – for ‘citriodora’ 
refers to the strong lemon aroma of 
its leaves, and it is this that gives this 
Australian native species its com-
mon name of lemon scented myrtle.
Brush against its foliage in a forest, 
and if the tree had previously been 
unnoticed, you’ll soon be alerted 
to its presence as the distinctive 
smell of lemons wafts through the 
air. It’s the citral contained within 
the leaves that produces this pleas-
ant natural perfume, and it is ci-
tral that has brought B. citriodora 
to prominence around the world. 
In the early 19th century, oil from 
its leaves was distilled on a small-
scale commercial basis near the 
Queensland town of Eumundi (in 
the Sunshine Coast hinterland) 
where the tree is found in abun-



dance. Today lemon myrtle is culti-
vated for the oil that is used around 
the world as a culinary flavouring, 
in herbal teas, and in a range of 
items such as cleaning products, 
cosmetics, soaps, and shampoos.
B. citriodora, which has the high-
est level of citral of any plant spe-
cies, was well known by indigenous 
Australians who used its leaves as a 
flavouring and as an ingredient in 
bush medicines. And modern re-
search has revealed that tribal peo-
ple knew what they were doing, 
for the oil in the tree’s leaves has 
valuable antimicrobial properties. 
Tests using lemon myrtle oil as a 
treatment for skin lesions caused by 
viral diseases have shown positive re-
sults, but it is the culinary aspects of 
this attractive tree that have brought 
it world wide prominence and that 
have made it one of Australia’s most 
highly prized bush food plants.
If you discover it in the bush, pick 
a handful of fresh leaves and soak 
them in hot water to make a refresh-
ing lemon tea; add them to fish when 
you’re steaming or grilling it; or 
soak them in the water in which you 
wash your hands and face, and you’ll 
find yourself falling in love with the 
delicious flavour and the alluring 
perfume of the Australian bush.
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in the September 2011 edi-
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