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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO DAD, WHO MOVED TO BANGKOK ALL THOSE YEARS AGO AND STARTED THE LOVE AFFAIR WITH HEAT. AND TO FRED, WHO KEEPS THE FLAME BURNING.
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INTRODUCTION


It’s a fiery little fruit. And somehow, from humble origins in a small corner of Latin America, the chilli has found its way around the world and become the essential spicy ingredient in the cooking of numerous countries. So completely has the chilli been embraced, it’s hard to imagine many cuisines without it.


I’ve been eating chillies all my life, and cooking with them since the first time I stood at a stove. Born and brought up in Thailand, it was Thai food that first gave me my chilli fix; then it was the vast range of cuisines available through the international community of sixties and seventies Bangkok, something which left me with a deep curiosity for the food of other countries. And then it was travel. I have been fortunate to live and work in four thriving multicultural cities in the course of my career: London, Los Angeles, Bangkok and New York. In each place I have been able to access and discover extraordinary cooking from around the world. This has shaped my approach to food and especially to chillies, an ingredient that is at once familiar and then again profoundly different in its many international culinary contexts.


So this is a book about cooking with chillies rather than a book about the chilli itself. For the science and history of the chilli, there are guides available that will take you into the chilli’s story far more deeply than I can (though the next few pages give you a taster). But what I have tried to do is to show how to use chillies in new ways, as well as some traditional uses and recipes from around the world. All too often, one pops to the shops only to find a choice of ‘red’ or ‘green’ chillies, with no guidance on variety or relative heat. As we home cooks become more curious, we demand more – we want to know what we’re buying and how to use it. So, in this book, I have used a broad range of different chillies, and flagged up substitutions wherever possible. If you can’t find a variety, please don’t let it put you off trying the dish. Use the chart here to find a substitution of comparable heat, and give it a go.
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Or, if you’re green-fingered, grow them yourself. Key to the chilli’s global success is that even someone like me, Enemy of Gardens, can grow a chilli plant. There are plenty of seed specialists out there, not to mention the many chilli festivals, farms and fairs around the world where you can buy plants to grow at home.
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Most importantly, while chilli is the main character in this book, my recipes are not about how much heat you can bear. Spicing is about balancing and enhancing the other tastes in a dish to bring out their best qualities. Heat for its own sake kills all other flavours, and simply packing a dish with fire is bad cooking. Furthermore, it’s an insult to the chilli, a jolly little chap with far more to give. So this is not a book about blowing the back of your tongue off. Instead, it’s a celebration of all the diversity the chilli has to offer.


As to my chilli choices, well, I confess that many of the recipes feature my favourites. What’s a girl to do? And, while I’m admitting to that, I also make no apologies for the number of Thai recipes in the book – after all, that’s where my love affair with the chilli began.


These are recipes amassed in the course of some 30 years of cooking. There are dishes I’ve had cooked for me by friends from all over the world, dishes I’ve discovered on my travels and dishes I’ve dreamt up in my chilli-fevered brain. As with so many meals and recipes, most come with specific stories and memories that make them special to me. At the end of it all, we can bang on about good produce (and we should), fancy utensils and gadgets, and obscure ingredients as much as we like, but, really, food is about people – the people who grow it and the people who make it; the people we share it with at our table and the stories we tell as we eat.




THE CHILLI’S JOURNEY


The very latest research, led by University of California plant scientist Paul Gepts, has proven pretty much beyond doubt that the chilli was first cultivated in central-east Mexico, most likely in the Valley of Tehuacán, some 6,500 years ago. To put this into context, the global population was a tiddling five million at the time, and in other parts of the world we were only just turning our hands to pottery. The Americas kept the chilli to themselves – quite wisely, some would say – until 1492, when one Christopher Columbus sailed the ocean blue …


His mission, funded by the King and Queen of Spain, was to open up a new trade route to the Indies in search of spice. For, long before oil, pepper was known as ‘black gold’ – exorbitantly expensive and highly desired. Though Columbus never found India in the west, he did find, on the island of Hispaniola, something with the same spicy qualities as the pepper he was seeking: a plant the local Arawak Indians called axi – the chilli. He brought it home. And thus the chilli’s travels beyond the Americas began. It gave Europeans a brand new flavour profile. Along with its friends, tomato and potato, this little devil would change the way Europeans cooked for ever.


The chilli’s popularity spread at breakneck speed. In the early 1500s, chillies travelled east with the colonial Portuguese, who took them to Persia and India. From there, they were picked up by the Ottoman Turks and, as these two empires pushed deeper into the world – west for the Ottomans, into Hungary and the Balkans; east for the Portuguese, into south-eastern Africa, Sri Lanka, Thailand and Indonesia – the chilli travelled with them, elbowing indigenous black and long peppercorns aside (curry, anyone?).


The chilli has transformed culinary traditions wherever it has grown. Here was an ingredient that was easy and cheap to cultivate, which brought with it anti-microbial qualities that proved invaluable both as a long-term preservative and as a device to make meat and fish safe in a pre-refrigeration world. And, along the way, farmers selected and bred cultivars to suit their soils and landscapes, developing distinct chillies that gradually became more removed from their Mexican and Caribbean forebears.


We shouldn’t think of this jaunt down the sixteenth-century trade routes as a finished thing. Food and ingredients travel still, though no longer in the ships and haversacks of merchants, adventurers and soldiers. Today, in Australasia, Europe and North America, we see the chilli travelling with immigrants who, by mixing their own culinary heritage with local produce, have reinvented flavour combinations and included the chilli in new food landscapes. In Africa, from north to south, the chilli has been used to spice up traditional recipes and, with more than three centuries of immigration, has helped to create bold and distinct cuisines across a continent. And everywhere, cooks and chefs continue to innovate, fusing together different cuisines and culinary heritages to create new ideas and recipes, just as their ancestors did before them.


Many of the recipes in this book demonstrate curious facets of the chilli’s travels, revealing factoids of history and culture and reiterating that food cannot exist in a vacuum, divorced both from the people who make it and from their stories. The map overleaf gives some idea of how chillies have criss-crossed human history: our craving for spice and flavour resulted in a Spanish South America, the Portuguese slave trade, the British East India Company – and thus the British Empire. All because Europeans wanted to bring down the price of pepper. Our culinary desires truly have shaped the world.
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[image: image]  The first stop on the chilli’s travels is Darkest Peru, where archaeologists have found the earliest examples of agriculture in the Americas, dating back about 7,000 years. And right in the heart of the evidence, there’s the chilli – spreading from its Mexican birthplace at a rate of knots. Exactly how this process of domestication and cultivation began is a big question, right on the cutting edge of ethnobiological research. But the chilli’s place as the cornerstone of pre-Columbian farming is shown in pottery and art across ancient South and Central America. And as people moved, through trade or war, the chilli moved too, spreading rapidly across the Americas. (See Ricardo’s Sea Bass Ceviche, here.)
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[image: image]  By the time Columbus landed on Hispaniola (the island of modern Haiti and the Dominican Republic), the chilli was already well established across the Caribbean and widely used in local cooking. In his first letter from the Americas to the King and Queen of Spain (which, without a postal service, he probably had to deliver himself), Columbus said that the locals’ food had ‘many spices which are far too hot’: not an unusual reaction to proper Caribbean spicing. (See Middle Quarters Shrimp, here.)


[image: image]  Is the Padrón pepper the first properly European varietal of chilli? Or is it a transplanted cultivar? Legend has it that the Padrón pepper was brought to Spain by Franciscan monks some time in the sixteenth century and that it was prized as an aphrodisiac, though exactly what the monks were doing monkeying around with an aphrodisiac, God only knows. No matter: the Padrón is uniquely adapted to the local soil of Herbón, where, on the first Sunday of August every year, they hold the Festa do Pemento de Herbón en Padrón. As the Galicians say, ‘Os pementos de Padrón, uns pican e outros non’: ‘Padrón peppers – some are hot, some are not’. (See Padrón Peppers, here.)
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[image: image]  Until about 1600, the Spanish and Portuguese held an almost total monopoly on ocean-going international trade – they had, after all, divided the world between them with the Treaty of Tordesillas in 1494. While the Spanish pushed into the Americas through the Caribbean, the Portuguese went further south, first to Brazil, then to West Africa, seeking slaves for their New World plantations and introducing chillies as they went. (See Yinka’s Chicken, here.)


[image: image]  The Portuguese reached India in 1498, and took Goa in 1510. Their impact on its cuisine is profound. This is almost certainly the chilli’s entry point to India and many Goan dishes reveal a Portuguese–Indian fusion, typified by vindaloo, whose name is said to derive from the Portuguese words for wine and garlic. (See Goan Pork Vindaloo, here.)


[image: image]  Chillies came to Central Europe with the armies of the Ottoman Empire. Under Suleiman the Magnificent, the Turks conquered Belgrade in 1521, pushing north into Hungary from there. They left paprika – or ‘the little pepper’ – behind them. But where did they find it? Chilli authority Jean Andrews thinks the Turks discovered it when they besieged Portuguese Ormuz in 1513. So the chilli had crossed the Atlantic, rounded Africa, travelled back across Arabia to Anatolia, and found its way to the heart of Europe in just under 30 years, since leaving home in 1492. To look at it in a modern light, that’s about as fast as our adoption of the internet. (See Veal Stew, here.)


[image: image]  Aleppo sits at the western end of the Silk Road and has been, since its foundations, one of the principal trading cities of the Near East. Its souk, tragically destroyed by fire in 2012, was packed with spices of all kinds. So it’s fitting that there should be a chilli named after it. From here, who knows how far chilli peppers travelled down the ancient caravan roads to the east? (See Omar’s Chicken, here.)
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[image: image]  Arab and Indian spicers plied their trade along the coasts of Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia long before the Portuguese reached Siam in the 1500s. So it’s perfectly possible that the chilli arrived in the region via the ancient trade routes, in return for the cardamom and nutmeg sent to the Middle and Near East since time immemorial. However it travelled, the chilli changed South-East Asian food beyond all recognition. (See Talad Pran Green Curry, here.)


[image: image]  The Portuguese reached China in the early 1500s and eventually obtained rights to develop Macau as an anchorage and trading post. So, true to form, they’re the most likely people to have introduced the chilli to China. But… it’s a big place. If we keep in mind that, in limiting European access to trade goods from China and India, the Ottomans forced Spain to look west for spice in the first place, it would be a small slice of global irony to imagine that they in turn traded chillies into China down the very Silk Road they had closed to the west. (See Szechuan Aubergines, here.)
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[image: image]  Historically, the chilli’s journey isn’t pretty. Its spread through the Med was driven by the brutal wars between the Spanish and Ottoman Empires. From the Sieges of Rhodes and Malta to the decisive Battle of Lepanto in 1571, their navies fought their way from one end of the sea to the other. And by the end of it, the chilli had spread across Southern Europe and North Africa, leaving a culinary legacy and local varietals from the Basque Country to the Euphrates basin. (See Grilled Sardines with Maras Pepper and Pine Nuts, here.)


[image: image]  Koreans like to claim that theirs is the hottest cuisine in the world. But the Korean Peninsula was probably the chilli’s last stop in Asia, and one it made without the Europeans. By 1543, the Portuguese had reached Japan, bringing chillies with them. But it seems it was the Japanese who then took chillies to Korea when they invaded in 1592. In just 100 years, this little fruit had colonised the world. (See Cucumber Kimchee, here.)


[image: image]  No one knows exactly when the chilli crossed from Mexico into Texas, but, at some point afterwards, it turned right and made a home for itself in Louisiana, where it was warmly embraced by the French settlers of the eighteenth century. Welcome to Cajun food – which would not be Cajun food without the bell pepper. Along with onions and celery, it’s one of the Holy Trinity of Cajun cooking. With its lack of heat, it’s all too easy to forget the bell pepper’s place in the chilli’s adventure, but it’s as much a chilli as the fearsome cayenne, the powder of which spices so much of this cuisine, and the Tabasco, which left Mexico to become the star of its very own Louisiana hot sauce. (See Cornmeal Catfish with Louisiana Salsa, here.)
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[image: image]  If you really want to see how the chilli bewitches a people, look no further than the United Kingdom, a nation with an unjust reputation for bland, benighted food, but somewhere that has become, in recent years, a culinary Mecca. The British have always been early adopters of spice. A jaunt through Tudor and Jacobean recipes shows all sorts of interesting and unusual spicing, though, more often than not, they used mustard to bring the heat. In post-colonial days, the chilli has played an increasingly important role in the British food repetoire, which is influenced by those arriving or returning from India, Pakistan, Africa and the Caribbean, to name but a few chilli-loving regions. British chilli farmers have been instrumental in creating yet more varietals, from the mild apricot – an almost heat-free habanero – to the infamous Dorset naga. (See Dorset Chilli and Apple Chicken, here.)
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[image: image]  Despite the chilli’s deserved reputation as a preservative, it seems that the British navy preferred to salt its meat and preserve its vegetables in vinegar and citrus. So it’s unlikely the chilli reached Australasia with Captain Cook. It seems, instead, that it took Asian immigration to jump-start Australia and New Zealand’s love affair with chillies. Local chefs have embraced the foods of Australasia’s many different peoples and created a unique fusion of cuisines, pushing the chilli’s use as an ingredient in exciting new directions. Until someone successfully grows chillies in Antarctica, there’s nowhere left on Earth for them to go. (See Pavlova In Purgatory, here.)
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MEETING PROFESSOR SCOVILLE


or HOW WE FOUND OUT WHAT’S HOT AND WHAT’S NOT …


When cooking with chillies, it’s generally good to have some idea of how hot you want your finished dish to be. As a rule, we’re not looking for pedal-to-the-metal heat, but a balance in which the chilli’s piquancy is one element in a broader flavour spectrum.
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That we can do this with any measure of accuracy is down to an American pharmacist, chemist, lab director, magazine editor, author and, I suspect, cook, Professor Wilbur L. Scoville, who created the chilli’s heat scale while developing a muscle salve. Scoville and his colleagues knew that, when applied topically, capsaicin, one of the compounds that give chillies their pungency, increases circulation to the site of application. The right dose applied regularly to a sore area fools the brain’s pain transmitters into no longer registering the original pain. But if the dose is too high, the capsaicin will burn the skin (which is why you should wear disposable gloves if handling very hot chillies – see here). So he needed a standard measure of capsaicin. He developed a subjective test, assembling a group of tasters, who were fed chilli samples increasingly diluted with sweetened water. By measuring the dilution needed to remove the burn, he was able to gauge the heat ratio of different chillies. Hey presto! Scoville units were born!


However … as we learn in The Life of Brian, we are all individuals. This includes the chilli, which means that some serrano chillies or African piri-piris will be hotter than others of the same variety. So each chilli will fall within a given range of Scoville units. The chart opposite covers all the chillies featured in this book.


But, when push comes to shove, the only way to find out how hot a chilli may be is to test it: snap open the chilli, making sure it’s facing away from you so that you’re not spattered by any juices. Dab the open surface with the tip of your finger and touch the juices to your tongue. This will let you gauge how much of the chilli you want to use. Remember that the heat is mostly found in the chilli’s seeds and the white membrane, or placenta, to which they’re attached.
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See also ‘Know Your Chilli’ here–here







USING CHILLIES SAFELY
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WHERE YOU SEE THIS SYMBOL NEXT TO A RECIPE, IT’S BEST TO WEAR GLOVES





Since capsaicin and the other capsaicinoids which make up the chilli’s heat are serious irritants, you want to take care when handling chillies. Some people recommend rubbing your hands with oil before working with them, to act as a barrier. But, while the oil does indeed protect the skin from the capsaicin’s worst effects, it also makes you clumsy – particularly with knives. So, I recommend using disposable gloves instead. Throughout the book, I have included a ‘gloves’ symbol (shown left) to indicate the dishes where I feel this kind of protection is necessary, but this is just a guideline and I suggest you follow your own judgement, since everyone’s tolerance and reaction to capsaicin is different. Also, remember NOT to touch your eyes, nose or any other, erm, sensitive body parts after handling chillies without first washing your hands THOROUGHLY. If you do happen to burn your skin, dipping the affected area in milk or rubbing with cut citrus fruit should help.


While we’re on the subject, if you eat something that’s too hot, don’t immediately reach for a glass of water. It will only make things worse, as it spreads the capsaicin. Every chilli-eating culture has its own tip to cool the mouth, including plain steamed rice, the yoghurt or raita drinks of India and Pakistan, sweet things like honey or sugar, cooling fruits like cucumber and banana, or just a simple glass of milk. They all work. Don’t forget that Professor Scoville himself used sugared water to douse the chilli’s heat.


Finally, don’t play with chillies. You could hurt yourself or others. It is, as I’ve said, a FIERY little fruit. Don’t over-chilli your food – the chilli is there to enhance a dish and to allow other flavours to shine in balance with its heat and flavour. It’s not there to provide a test of machismo.


In short: respect the chilli.




DRIED VS FRESH


(AND FIRE IN A BOTTLE)


All chillies are not created equal: they range from sweet and mild to brain-numbingly HOT. And … to make things really interesting, when chillies are dried and smoked their chemistry and flavour profile changes. The heat of the capsaicin, which is predominantly stored in the seeds and membrane, is still present in the dried pods, but the character and texture of the chilli changes enormously. This is nowhere more evident than with Mexican chillies, which even change their names when they’re dried, as you can see on the Scoville heat chart here.


Fresh chillies are bright and very flavour-forward – you can feel the heat on the tip of your tongue, as it were. Drying them gives them a toastier, mellow quality. It deepens the flavours, much as the drying of apricots, peaches and grapes does, and can bring out tobacco, tea, pine or chocolate flavours, depending on the varietal.


More importantly, drying is a great method of preserving chillies. It’s as ancient as the plant itself. And because it changes flavours and textures so much, it’s best not to substitute fresh for dried, or vice versa, in these recipes. Instead, try to keep a range of dried chillies in the kitchen cupboard if you have the space, and remember that fresh chillies freeze very well – their flavours stay sharp, even if the pod loses its shape.


There is also a multitude of amazing hot sauces on the market, which can add a quick kick to soups, stews, drinks, egg dishes and much, much more. Better yet, a bottle of the popular Tabasco (where would the world be without it?) is under 100ml, so I often carry one in my handbag to pep up any dull dishes I encounter on my travels (for which, read ‘long-haul flights’). So try out a few different sauces to discover your favourites.
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SOUPS, SALADS AND STARTERS



FIG, MOZZARELLA, ORANGE AND CHILLI SALAD

ITALY

[image: image]

Bright, fresh and packing a punch, this is the perfect salad to start off a meal, not to mention a chilli-based cookbook. You need a chilli with a fair bit of fire here to contrast with the creamy mozzarella and the juicy oranges. Choose a spicy fresh Italian peperoncino like ciliegia piccante. But don’t let a lack of them put you off making this – any hot red chilli will do.

Make sure that your mozzarella is at room temperature when you assemble the salad, otherwise most of its rich flavours will be masked by the cold.

You can serve this as individual portions if you like, or bring it to the table on a single sharing plate, which looks pretty and makes more of a statement.

SERVES 2 as a main course, or 4 as a starter

1 large orange (or 2 medium), peeled, pith removed and thinly sliced

125g (4½oz) mozzarella or burrata

4 small or 2 large ripe figs, quartered or cut into 6, depending on size

1–2 hot red chillies, seeded and finely chopped

leaves from 1 fresh oregano sprig

freshly ground black pepper

for the dressing

½ tbsp fresh lemon juice

1 tbsp freshly squeezed orange juice

½ tsp white balsamic vinegar

1 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil

½ tsp clear honey

salt and freshly ground black pepper

First, make the dressing: mix the juices and the vinegar together in a bowl, and season them with salt and pepper. Add the oil and the honey, and whisk together until they’re well emulsified. (You can also shake all the ingredients together in a jam jar, if you prefer.)
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Chilli Scoville Units  Real-time Heat

Sweet Pepper [ Bell Pepper 0 Zero
Romano Pepper 0 Zero
Piquillo Pepper 0 Zero

Aji Cachucha 0-500 Mild

Thai Banana Chilli (prik num) 0-500 Mild

Nora Pepper 0-1,000 Mild
Hungarian Hot Paprika 100-500 Mild

New Mexico Chilli 500-2,500 Mild
Poblano Chilli 500-2,500 Mild
Padron Pepper 500-2,500 Mild
Anaheim Chilli 500-10,000 Mild-=medium
Ancho Chilli (dried poblanos) 1,000-1,500 Mild-warm
Kashmiri Mirch (red Kashmiri chilli powder) 1,000-2,000 Warm
Cascabel Chilli 1,500-2,000 Warm
Guaijillo Chilli 2,500-4,000 Warm
Jalapefio Chilli 2,500-7,500 Warmer
Fresno Chilli 2,500-8,000 Warmer
Piment d’Espelette 3,500-4,500 Warmer
Chipotle Chilli (smoked & dried jalapefios)  5,000~10,000 Getting Hot
Thai Long Chilli (prik chee fah) 8,000-12,000 Getting Hot
Serrano Chilli 10,000-20,000 Getting Hot
Maras [ Aleppo Pepper 10,000-23,000 Getting Hot
Chile de Arbol 15,000-30,000 Hot

Hari Mirch (Indian green finger chilli) 15,000-30,000 Hot

Thai Orange Chilli (prik luang) 20,000-30,000 Hot

Aji Amarillo 20,000-30,000 Hot
Tabasco Chilli 30,000-50,000 Hotter
Cayenne Pepper 30,000-50,000 Hotter
Trinity Chilli 35,000-45,000 Hotter
Rocoto Chilli 40,000-50,000 Hotter
Ciliegia Piccante 40,000-55,000 Hotter
Adorno Chilli 50,000-70,000 Very Hot
Tien Tsin Chilli 50,000-70,000 Very Hot
Etna Chilli 50,000-70,000 Very Hot
Thai Bird's-eye Chilli (prik kee noo) 50,000-100,000 Very Hot
African Bird’s-eye Chilli 50,000-175,000 Super Hot
Thai Karen Chilli (prik kalieng) 70,000-170,000 Super Hot
Habanero Chilli 100,000-250,000 Super Hot
Scotch Bonnet Chilli 150,000-325,000 Super Hot

Pure Capsaicin 16,000,000 Explosive!
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