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Mint – Fragrant, Flavorful “Garden Thug” 
Genus:  Mentha 

 
When one thinks of mint, the strong and pleasant aromas and flavors of spearmint and peppermint 
come to mind. However, that is only the tip of the iceberg since the plants in the Mentha genus have 
crossed and recrossed both naturally and purposefully, creating a confusing plethora of mints. 
Depending on what one reads, there are anywhere from 600 to 2,000 named species and hybrids. 
 

Walahfrid Strabo, a 1st century monk and theological, historic, and poetic writer from southwestern 
Germany knew of the vast number of mints growing even during this early time in history as he wrote 

in his publication called the Hortulus. 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Mint’s History & Path to Us 
Mint has been an important herb since the early starts of civilization. It has naturalized and is widely 
distributed throughout the temperate areas of the world, including but not limited to North America, 
Eurasia, Australia, Africa, the Middle East, Brazil, Paraguay, Japan, and China. 

• It has been found in Egyptian tombs as far back as 1000 BC. 

• Greeks used it to clean banquet tables and added it to their baths to stimulate their bodies. 

• Romans used it in sauces, as an aid to digestion, and as a mouth freshener. 

• The Japanese have been growing it to obtain menthol for at least 2,000 years. 

• Pliny, a 1st century Roman author and naturalist, wrote about the natural world. He thought 
scattering dried mint would increase mental function and concentration. 

• In the 1st century, Charlemagne, who was very keen on herbs, ordered people to grow it. 

• In the Bible the Pharisees collected tithes in mint, dill, and cumin. 

• The Romans brought it with them as they marched through Europe. 

• Mint was treasured as an important herb in medieval times. It was used to scent baths and 
strewn in homes for its fresh scent. It was a popular flavoring for whisky in Scotland. 

• Traditional folk belief holds that a sprig of mint placed in milk would keep it from souring and if 
crushed mint was rubbed on a new beehive, it would keep the bees from deserting. 

• Mint is mentioned in 13th century Icelandic pharmacopoeias. 

• In England, the 17th century botanist, herbalist, and physician Nicolas Culpepper used mint for 
over 40 ailments. Mint was admitted into the London Pharmacopeia in 1721. Most likely 
sparked by general medical use, commercial cultivation there of both spearmint and 
peppermint dates from 1750 with cultivation peaking around 1850. 

• By 1770, commercial cultivation had spread to the Netherlands and later into Germany and 
France. In France, mint is dedicated to the Virgin Mary and called ‘Menthe de Notre Dame.’ 

• Mint found its way to America and other parts of the world with the colonists. They brought 
mint for its medicinal value as well as its fragrance and taste. 

• The industry appeared in the U.S. around 1790 in Cheshire, MA, then spread to nearby cities. It 
declined there around 1840, moving west to New York, Ohio, Michigan, and finally Oregon. 

“But if any man can name 
The full list of all the kinds and all the properties 

Of mint, he must be one who knows how many fish 
Swim in the Indian Ocean, how many sparks Vulcan 

Sees fly in the air from his vast furnace in Etna.” 
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• Today, in the U.S. peppermint is primarily grown in the Yakima Valley of WA, Idaho, and the 
Willamette Valley of OR. Spearmint is primarily grown in Michigan, Indiana, and Wisconsin. 

 
Folklore 
There are many conflicting versions of this mythical Roman tale. The players are Pluto, god of the 
underworld, Persephone his wife, and lovely Minthe a fresh water nymph of the river Hades. The gist is 
that Pluto and Minthe had a tryst although we don’t know if the feeling was mutual and who was the 
instigator. Persephone found out about it and trampled Minthe in a jealous rage, turning her into a 
lowly plant to be trodden underfoot. We don’t know if this plant was mint, or if Pluto, unable to 
reverse his wife’s curse, softened the curse by turning Minthe into that sweet-smelling herb, Mentha. 
 

Greek mythology also has a story. Two strangers walking through a village were ignored and offered 
neither food nor drink. Finally, an old couple, Philemon and Baucis, offered them a meal in their home. 
Before the four sat down, the couple rubbed the table with mint leaves to clean and freshen it. The 
strangers turned out to be the gods Zeus and Hermes in disguise. As a reward for their hospitality, the 
gods turned the humble abode into a temple. Mint thus became the symbol of hospitality. 
 
Uses 

• Commercial Use – oral hygiene and pharmaceutical products, cough drops, antacids, 
perfumery, toiletries, cosmetics, chewing gum, candy, liqueurs, pest repellents 

• Home Use – Infusions can be used in aromatherapy, or as a skin splash or addition to the bath. 
Mint stems are long lasting and fragrant when used as foliage in bouquets. It can be used in 
crafts such as potpourri making. Mint freshens the air and may keep flies and mice away. 

 

The culinary mints have been indispensable since Roman times. 
o Spearmint & Spearmint Flavored Mints 

▪ Cuisines it is used in: Afghan, Asian, Egyptian, Greek, Indian, Italian, Mediterranean, 
Mexican, Middle Eastern, Moroccan, Thai, Turkish, Vietnamese 

▪ Food complements: beans & legumes, beverages, buttermilk, cashews, cheese (esp. 
feta, ricotta), chocolate, chutneys, citrus, cocktails, coconut, cream & ice cream, 
crème fraiche, curries, desserts, fish & shellfish, fruit & berries, honey, hummus, 
jellies, marinades, meats, milk, olives, onions, potatoes, poultry, punch (fruit), raitas, 
rice, salads (bean, fruit, green, vegetable), salsas, soups, soy sauce, spring rolls, 
stews, sugar, tabbouleh, tea, tzatziki, vegetables, vinegar, yogurt 

▪ Herbs and spices it pairs well with: basil, cardamom, chives, cilantro, cinnamon, 
cloves, cumin, dill, fenugreek, garlic, ginger, lavender, lemongrass, lemon verbena, 
marjoram, oregano, paprika, parsley, pepper, rosemary, sage, sumac, thyme, vanilla 

o Peppermint & Peppermint Flavored Mints 
▪ Cuisines it is used in: Mediterranean 
▪ Food complements: apples, berries, beverages, carrots, chocolate, citrus, cream & 

ice cream, desserts, iced desserts (e.g. granita, sorbet), fruit & berries, mangoes, 
milk, strawberries, sugar, tea 

• Medicinal Use – Medicinal uses are dependent on the species. It is reported to have antiseptic, 
decongestant, analgesic, antibacterial, antifungal, anti-inflammatory, astringent, and relaxing 
properties. Some claims to fame are that it helps with digestion, spasms, diarrhea, colds, pain, 
gastroenteritis, itching, sore throat, headaches, measles, gas, colic, cramps, nausea, bee stings, 
burns, toothaches, and fevers. (Not to be used medicinally by pregnant women and children.) 
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• Companion Planting – Mint is said to be a companion to tomatoes and brassica family crops. It 
is said to repel cabbage white butterflies, aphids, flea beetles, ants, mosquitoes, mice, and rats. 
They may attract slugs and a few other leaf eating insects but there’ll by plenty left for you. 

 
Plant Characteristics – The Mentha Genus is in the Mint Family – Lamiaceae 

• Plant Type 
Mints are herbaceous perennials. A few are slightly more well behaved than the rest since their 
above ground runners can be easily removed. However, the majority are rapid spreaders, taking 
over with their aggressive and invasive root systems. Any piece of the stem or stolon left in the 
ground will start a patch anew, and they will grow through every little crack and crevice, and 
even under stones to continue on their way. As the authors of The Big Book of Herbs warn us, 
“Mints are like stray cats; you take them in, give them some food, and they are yours forever.” 
 

If not grown in a separate bed, these “thugs in the garden” need to be contained with a barrier 
at least 10 to 12” deep: large, deep pots with the bottoms cut out or roof flashing may work. If 
grown in containers, 12 to 14“ wide or wider is best with plenty of drainage holes. Grow only 
one type of mint per pot and do not include any other plants with it, lest they be swallowed up. 

• Plant Size 
There is variation in the height of plants. A few hug the ground and others can be up to 3 feet 
tall, although most will be between 1 and 2 feet. There are no widths given since plants spread. 

• Stems & Leaves 
Stems are square. Most are green although there can be a tinge of red/purple on a few. 
 

Leaves which are in shades and hues of green and pointed at the tip, are held in pairs in an 
opposite arrangement. Most are oval, but some can be round and some narrower seeming 
almost lance-shaped. Leaf texture can be smooth or show some crinkling, and there are a few 
mints which sport curly leaves. All have serrated edges and the veining is prominent. 

• Flowers 
Many if not most mints flower. The tiny flowers which are either white, pink, lavender, lilac, or 
purple are tubular to bell-shaped, usually with two lips. They are held on spikes of various 
lengths on the ends of the stems or in whorls or clusters encircling the stems. The flowers 
bloom in summer and are loved by butterflies, bees and other pollinators. Beekeepers can 
produce a lovely varietal honey if there is a sufficient area of plants. 

• Scent & Flavor 
Scent and flavor come from essential oils held in small glands on the undersides of the leaves. 
Some mints are sweet, some are pungent, and some are described as being cool and warming 
all at the same time. Each species and cultivar has its own specific chemical mix. As the 
percentage of each oil shifts, so does the scent and flavor. Some of the scents and flavors have 
been described as being florally, fruity, citrusy, herbal, musty, or that of menthol or camphor. 

• Hardiness Zone 
Mints have differing hardiness zone ranges. In general, they are hardy somewhere in the 4 to 9 
range, with a few to zone 11. 

 

If growing in containers, remember the 2-zone rule. To survive outdoors in a container through 
the winter, the plant must be hardy to 2 zones colder. For example, if the container is in zone 7, 
the plant needs to be hardy to at least zone 5 and colder zones. 
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Groups of Mints – A Sampling (find a list and links to mint species at en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mentha) 

• Spearmint Flavored – Spearmint, Curly Mint, English Mint, Kentucky Colonel, Mint Julep, 
Moroccan Mint, Scotch Mint, Vietnamese Mint 

• Peppermint Flavored – Peppermint, Chocolate Mint, Swiss Mint, Variegated Peppermint 

• Other Scents & Flavors – Applemint, Banana Mint, Corsican Mint, Ginger Mint, Grapefruit Mint, 
Japanese Mint, Mojito Mint, Orange Mint, Pennyroyal, Pineapple Mint, plus many more 

 

Cultivation 

• Soil – Mints need loose, friable soil so that it drains well. The roots are tough so can handle a 
slightly heavier soil, but not heavy clay. If grown in containers, commercial potting mix is fine. 

• pH – Mints grow with a pH range between 4.5 to 8.2, with the average and most conducive 
being 6.2 to 6.9. The pH of commercial potting mix is fine. 

• Light – Mints can survive in full sun to part shade situations. Too much shade equals legginess. 

• Temperature – Mints die back to soil level at the end of the growing season but their roots are 
still alive as long as their growing needs are met. The first frost will usually not harm them, but 
consistently cold weather will. They will begin growth slowly in late winter, then take off. 

• Water – Because mints are shallow rooted and enjoy moist soil, they have higher water 
requirements than most other herbs. Soil should be kept moist but well-drained. 

• Fertility – Too much fertilizer will yield lush growth with minimal flavor. Garden soil amended 
with compost and lightly mulched is fertile enough. Potting mix with fertilizer will last for half 
the season and can be refreshed mid-season with a slow-release balanced fertilizer. 

• Harvesting & Pruning – Frequent harvesting for use keeps plants bushy. For large harvests to 
preserve leaves, the time of highest essential oil content is in the morning once the dew has 
dried but before the sun has a chance to leech the oil. It is also highest just before bloom. After 
blooming plants get scraggly. To refresh, cut back severely and plants will flush out. 

• Root Pruning – Mints fill in quickly forming a tangle of roots below ground, sometimes causing 
the center of the mass to die out. Depending on the growing conditions, this may happen in 
one year or take a couple of years. It happens even quicker when they are grown in containers. 

 

Refresh in late winter when new growth appears. Dig up the entire mass, roots and all. Pull the 
mass apart to release the outermost, youngest, freshest roots using a serrated knife if needed. 
Replant hunks or stems with fresh roots. The amount you replant depends on the size of the 
patch but one hunk in the center of a pot is plenty. Share the leftovers with fellow gardeners. 

• Propagation – Most Mentha seeds are sterile. If seeds are available, they can show great 
variation and may not come true. Plants need to be purchased or can be propagated by cuttings 
or division. Because they are aggressive, only one plant (or piece of a root system) of each type 
will be needed; the plant will grow quickly and live in the garden ad infinitum. 

• Diseases – Mint is pretty much disease free when given proper growing conditions. A list of 
diseases can be found at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_mint_diseases. With some 
diseases, plants would need to be destroyed and mints should not be planted in the same spot. 

 
  

“You know how we grow mint, don’t you, madam? We just plunk it in the ground and step back out of 
the way.”     

An old gardener’s quote included in The Bountiful Container by Rose Marie Nichols McGee & Maggie 
Stuckey 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_mint_diseases
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