
T
he sound of a forage
harvester on a farm is
nothing out of the ordi-
nary, but it is more unusual
to find, as you’re walking

towards the sound, a mild pepper-
mint aroma lingering in the air.

By the time you reach the
forager, the heady smell of mint
is so palpable it would be fair to
say this experience is actually
quite extraordinary. 

“This is Black Mitcham pepper-
mint,” Sir Michael Colman shouts
proudly over the noise of the
machinery, gesturing at the thick
green and deep purple crop. 

We are in the foothills of the
Hampshire Downs on Summer-
down Farm – a 2,000-acre estate –
and it is the peppermint harvest.

It was after the price of peas
dropped in the nineties that Sir
Michael found himself looking for
something to fill the gap. 

He tried parsley, coriander and
still grows some lavender, but it
was the peppermint that caught
his imagination.

When Sir Michael planted his
first crop of Black Mitcham in 1995,
peppermint had not been farmed in
the UK for over half a century. 

“We used to produce the best
mint in the world, but it died out in
Britain during the Second World
War and, since then, nobody has
been able to compete with the
cheaper varieties. 

“I decided that I wanted to revive
it and treat the consumer to the
pure, lingering and traditional taste.”

To his knowledge, he is still the
only person to be
growing
commercial
peppermint in
the UK and
he is one of
few farmers
world-wide
that distils
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The Colman family are no strangers to supplying the UK with their trademark
mustard, but a new farming venture has brought a different kind of lasting
flavour. William Surman reports. 

Creating a product
for the consumer

Harvesting Black Michum
mint (inset above) on
Summerdown Farm.

The three Summerdown peppermint products include a line of
chocolate peppermint creams, which has been on the market for
three years. English peppermint tea has been sold since last
September and chocolate mint crisps have just been launched.  

The result of the distilling process is peppermint oil, which is
stored in 20-litre containers.

In the distillery, a pipe is attached to the bottom of the trailer or ‘cooker’ – which pumps steam in – and
an outlet pipe is attached on the roof to let steam out into the condenser. 

perfect taste, he needs to distil the
oil to perfection and then store it to
bring out the true taste and
fragrance.”

Currently, about 10 per cent of
the oil is sent up to the Preston,
Lancashire, chocolate factory for
the mint chocolate products, while
the remainder is sold to other
buyers in the confectionery and
toiletry industries.

The tea is a more straightfor-
ward operation. “Within 48 hours
of harvesting, the leaves will be
dried and bagged,” says Sir
Michael, who adds that his trick
to giving the tea its superior
quality is to stir in some pure
peppermint oil. 

“It has a cooler, more intense
flavour than other varieties,”
he says. 

The product 
There are three products in the
Summerdown Pure Mint range.
A line of chocolate peppermint
creams has been going for
three years, English pepper-
mint tea has been going since
last September, and chocolate
mint crisps have just been
launched.  

Waitrose, Harvey Nichols, Whole
Foods and Chelsea Market Baskets
are all big name stockists of the
Summerdown Pure Mint range, but
there are also a raft of smaller outlets.

“Peppermint production has
suffered as manufactures have
searched for the cheapest
options; we don’t cut any corners
because we want to give our
consumer the best experience.”

Next step
Connoisseurs note that, over the
years, the best peppermint taste
mentha piperita has made way for
cheaper, harsher blends that use
mentha arvenis, which is grown
in huge quantities in India. 

Sir Michael uses only the
‘proper’ mentha piperita and
refuses to blend it, as is common. 

Drawing attention to the
substantial financial resources
needed to launch into the pepper-
mint trade, Sir Michael says
production on Summerdown
Farm has only just become finan-
cially viable – after 12 years of
growing.

After what he admits has been a
patient process, the Summerdown
Pure Mint brand has now taken off

and directly sells pure single
estate peppermint oil.

“The best farmers are innova-
tors and I am still innovating in
the twilight of my career,” says Sir
Michael, aged 80.

“I retired over 10 years ago, but
was never one to improve my
golfing handicap. I wanted to use
my experience in industry to build
a product for the consumer.”

Learning the trade
Although he moved to Summer-
down Farm in the sixties, his experi-
ences are vast and include long
stints as director of various compa-
nies, including the one famous for
the mustard that bears his name –
Reckitt and Colman.

Because peppermint had not
been grown in Britain for over 60
years, Sir Michael’s first challenge
was to find out about the crop, so he
sent his farm manager, Ian

Margetts, to America. 

crop has been a great experi-
ence. It is certainly a challenge
and a bit different to wheat or
barley,” says Ian.

Peppermint is a perennial crop.
In its first year after planting it is
hardly worth harvesting, but
through years two and three the
plant takes hold and develops to
provide a thick annual harvest.

The field we visit is into its sixth
year of growth and the plant is heavy
and lush. 

After it has been harvested, the
field will be left for several months.
From the autumn it will be sprayed
once or twice for weeds but, as soon
as the peppermint starts to grow
back, its thick, dark canopy will
defend it against any other threats.

The plant grows fervently in May
and June before its harvest in July
and August.

Summerdown Farm has an
annual harvest of 80 acres, which
will go to produce four tonnes of tea
and 1.25 tonnes of single estate oil. 

The process
When the forage harvester has
completely filled up the trailer
(although Ian tells me they actually
call it the ‘cooker’) it is backed into
a barn that houses all of the
distilling equipment. From here,
Ian makes the whole process look
very simple.

He attaches one large pipe to the
bottom of the trailer or ‘cooker’ –
which pumps steam in – and an
outlet pipe is attached on the roof –
to let steam out into the condenser.
“It’s all good kit, imported from
America,”he says.

The trailer carries about five
tonnes of mint and is then sealed. 

Over the course of the next three
to four hours, the mint is basically
cooked and every last drop of water
and oil is siphoned out of the
cooker into the condenser before
it dribbles down into a pyramid-
shaped container.

Here the oil and water separate
leaving a pure peppermint oil. The
aroma in the distillery is eye-water-
ingly minty.  

Each cooker will yield about 20
litres of oil and the remaining
matter is tipped up and used as a
weed suppressor and soil
improver on the mint fields later
in the year.

“Once we get the oil out, we treat
it carefully. Like a fine wine, the oil
will mellow and mature, so we will
let it rest for up to two years in
barrels. This gives the very best oil,”
says Sir Michael. 

“The process might look simple
but Ian is a highly skilled operator.
He needs to make sure we harvest
at exactly the right time to get the

After much experimentation,
they settled on the Black Mitcham
peppermint variety that best
suited the Summerdown soil of
chalk over stone. 

“We had no idea what we were
doing. No-one in Britain knew. We
had to re-learn lost mint farming
skills from America. It took me eight
years and five visits to study mint in
America, mostly Montana, before I
felt comfortable and confident about
our crop,” says Ian, who is now Sir
Michael’s mint oracle. 

“I love it – starting from
scratch and growing up with the

■ Peppermint had not been
farmed in the UK for over 60
years until Sir Michael planted his
first crop in 1995.
■ As far as he knows he is still
the only person growing
peppermint commercially in the
UK and one of the few farmers
worldwide who distils and
directly sells pure single estate
peppermint oil.
■ Summerdown farm has an
annual harvest of 80 acres,

which will produce four tonnes of
tea and 1.25 tonnes of single
estate oil.
■ Peppermint is a perennial crop.
It is hardly worth harvesting in its
first year, but the plant develops
in years two and three and
provides a thick annual harvest.
■ There are three products in the
Summerdown Pure Mint range –
chocolate peppermint creams,
English peppermint tea and
chocolate mint crisps.

Peppermint facts

and sales are doubling year-on-year.  
“Other people fail because they

want results very quickly. We have
been at it for 12 years, but only in
the last four have we been
comfortable with the process and
only in the last three have we had
our own brand. You need lots of
investment, time, patience, and
expertise and a great team.”

With this in mind, his team
consists of a marketing man from
Terry’s, a salesman from Lindt
and one of the best confectioners
in the business controlling opera-

tions in the chocolate factory in
Preston.

However, there is no question
that Sir Michael is the driving
force and the ideas behind the
whole operation.

Looking to the future, he says
he is considering other options
but is cautious not to let on what
that might be. Whatever it might
be, one thing remains clear, his
past experience and patience to
pursue the crop and distilling
process will help the Colman’s
taste continue to prevail.

Farm manager Ian Margetts.


