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I can trace my love affair with the chilli pepper back to my late teens when I made my first trip outside of Europe, a trip casually undertaken with a girlfriend from school that, unbeknownst to me, would shape my entire adult life. In those days I was wild; I wanted to suck the essence out of life, to dance all night, drink cocktails galore and always have the most fun. I wanted to do, not be, to participate, not watch; I never wanted to be on the sidelines.


This raison d’être seemed to have shaped my early love affair with cooking; I couldn’t see the point of playing in the nursery and later on in the school playground. In the kitchen, on the other hand, I had a purpose: cooking I could understand, it was an affirmative action. My passion for food and cooking led to my love for travelling and exploring other cuisines and so to my early interest in and attachment to chillies, for, unwittingly, on that first properly long trip away from home I had arrived at the chilli capital of the world: Mexico.


Whilst wimpish fellow travellers might avoid the local streetfood and, perish the thought, the fresh ceviches and salads, I would consciously and precociously eat every type of taco and edible insect I could find. The more local and regional the food, the more I wanted to try it; the more hardcore the ingredient, the more I wanted to love it. If I drank the nights away I ate the days away too, partly to soak up the excesses of the nights before, but mainly because I just couldn’t get enough of the food; particularly the chillies.


I discovered that chilli-spiked ceviche marinated in copious quantities of fresh citrus juice was a miracle cure-all; that hot salsa on warm tortilla chips was the ultimate pick-me-up; that richly spiced and headily chillied sauces on slow-cooked meats seemed to reach out and comfort me to my very core when I was feeling most homesick. Wherever we stayed I would spend a large chunk of my time investigating the best places to eat. When by the sea I would seek out the stall that had the freshest-looking fish and I would liberally pour over the hottest of the cantina’s table sauces that I could find. In cities and towns I would track down the busiest taco stands with the best salsas.


My heat tolerance was like a badge of honour; I was as macho about chilli heat as I am now passionate about chilli flavour. I would challenge everyone around me to chilli-eating competitions and take pride in being able to out-hot the feistiest boys. The red-hot chilli pepper provided natural highs that I became hooked on.


Living in Mexico and then when I went on to open Wahaca, I started to learn about the nuances of flavour, and the different varieties of chillies that are being grown across the UK. Now I revel in their versatility, both as a cook and as someone who loves to eat. A light smattering of fresh chilli can delicately pep up a pile of silky cumin-and-cinnamon-spiced aubergine; dark, tobacco-flavoured chillies can add deep, mysterious tones to molten chocolate; smoky chillies can add body to slow-cooked, unctuous stews; sweet paprika adds earthiness to eggs, grilled flatbreads and sautéed greens.


Fresh chillies add excitement to the simplest ingredients and, in turn, the most frugal ingredients can coax out different aspects of a chilli’s character: lime juice can add brightness and zest to fresh chillies; throw in some fresh peas and broad beans and you get sweetness and innocence; soy and sesame make chillies darker and more intense. Fresh mint and parsley, or a scattering of fresh coriander lends them an exotic Middle Eastern, Mexican or Indian flavour.


A natural high


Chillies also pack in the nutrients. Quite apart from the hair of the dog, a Bloody Mary tastes so good on a Sunday morning because it is bursting with vitamins A and C, with iron, potassium and magnesium, and with anti-oxidants, making it the perfect tonic if you’re feeling tired and overdone. Studies have shown that chillies lower cholesterol, that they possess anti-carcinogenic, anti-bacterial, analgesic and anti-diabetic properties. To discover that chillies might be the next superfood is only to confirm a hunch I have long held.


It is the neurotoxin capsaicin – the substance that makes a chilli hot – that is largely responsible for the fruit’s amazing medicinal properties. In 1912, the American chemist Wilbur Scoville developed the first system for measuring the strength of chillies. His scale is designed around the number of times a chilli extract needs diluting before it no longer burns your mouth. A sweet red pepper, which contains no capsaicin, scores 0 Scovilles, a jalapeño pepper is 2,500 to 4,000 and a Mexican habanero is anywhere between 200,000 and 500,000. The more capsaicin the hotter the pepper and the higher the anti-oxidant levels.


When we eat capsaicin it hits the pain receptors on the tongue’s nerve cells, which sends a message to the brain – it is essentially a chemical attack on our nerves. In response, our body releases endorphins and analgesics to cope with the pain, creating that natural high that chilli-fiends love. Some people can’t stand chillies and a minority are even allergic to them. But with constant eating, a chilli-lover’s nerve cells will become gradually desensitised to the pain so that you need increasing amounts of chilli to provide that natural high. Once you get used to the heat on your tongue the sensation becomes pleasant and that is why in ancient Aztec and Mayan societies, chillies were considered to be aphrodisiacs, producing an unmistakable feel-good rush – endorphins are not known as the ‘pleasure hormone’ for nothing. Even my two-year-old has started on the slippery slope and complains noisily if we don’t share our Bloody Marys – only the Virgin version for her!


Chillies have other health benefits too: it seems capsaicin naturally curbs the appetite (whilst you are eating chillies at least). My completely unscientific theory is that by intensifying the flavour and punch of food you need far less of it to feel satisfied. Chillies are also supposed to stimulate the metabolism and the warming effect they have on the body mean that it burns calories faster. So not only are chillies packed with vitamins and minerals but – like green tea and caffeine – eaten in the right quantities they can help you keep a trim figure.
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World domination


Chillies largely originated in Mexico, although some varieties can be traced back to parts of Central and South America too, as early as 5000 BC. A member of the nightshade family of flowering plants, along with the potato, the tomato and the aubergine, it is thought that chillies evolved to make capsaicin to deter fungus growth on the fruit (which is why chilli sauces last so long in the cupboard). But the capsaicin found in the chilli’s placenta – the pale white membrane that grows along the veins leading from the stalk, that holds the seeds – also serves to deter mammals from eating the fruit. When mammals eat chillies the seeds are chewed up or broken down in their guts and destroyed. Wild birds, on the other hand, swallow the seeds whole and scatter them far and wide in their droppings, ensuring that the plants travel and prosper. Birds can happily eat the hottest chillies, as they are immune to the irritating effects of capsaicin.


Of course the story of why two billion people are eating chillies around the world is a little more toothy than that. The spread of chilli peppers provides a telling map of the first waves of globalisation in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, when the Portuguese and Spanish were the major world players. The two superpowers would sponsor merchants to travel far and wide to expand their empires and establish control of trade with the Orient.


The tale starts when Christopher Columbus was looking for a new trade route to India, on behalf of the Spanish crown. Stumbling across the Americas instead, he brought the chilli back to Spain, confusing it with a spice and calling it ‘pimiento’ (Spanish for ‘pepper’), after the highly valuable pepper plant he had hoped to find in India. Ultimately though it was the Portuguese who were responsible for the chilli’s spread across the globe. At the time, Portugal was the dominant maritime power – the Portuguese merchant Bartomoleu Dias was the first man to sail around the southernmost tip of Africa, and fellow explorer Vasco da Gama became the first European to establish the long-awaited sea route to India. By the 1500s, the Portuguese were regularly exporting chilli peppers from Brazil, stopping in various African ports along the way.


India, with a similar climate to Mexico and Brazil, took to the chilli plant with alacrity; so much so that it wasn’t until the nineteenth century that the British discovered that chillies originated in Mexico, not India. The Portuguese were also busy colonising parts of Africa, which provided crucial landing stages en route to India and further East. The Africans already had a highly popular spice called ‘grains of paradise’ which was citrusy and peppery; the move to chillies was smooth. As the Portuguese slave trade grew, and local populations were shipped across the world, chilli plants would accompany them. The chilli had begun its inexorable path to world domination.


In London’s two big wholesale markets, New Covent Garden and Spitalfields, you can see these global influences even today. These markets supply the hundreds of grocers and local markets that make up London’s thriving food scene and also the restaurants that cater to our hugely diverse, multicultural population. Visiting these markets is like being teleported into a different country for a few hours. Boxes stamped with labels and logos from all over the world pile up as far as the eye can see. They are filled with exotic fruits like mangoes and pineapple, and with extraordinary, unfamiliar vegetables and chillies of all different shapes and sizes. These crates are destined for the East End to feed Bangladeshi and Turkish communities; for West London to feed Japanese, African and Indian communities; and for Central London for Chinese, Malaysian and Thai restaurants.


As Britons get more adventurous with food, as we travel and assimilate cultures and learn from ethnic communities around the UK, we are discovering ever more about global cuisine. The street food revolution that is hitting Britain right now feeds this curiosity and offers us food from the United States, Thailand, China, Mexico, India and beyond.


This book is not an encyclopedia of chillies. Mexico alone has over 200 varieties and so great is the chilli craze that is currently sweeping the world that new varieties are being bred all the time. In this book I have instead tried to use an edited number of chillies to give you an insight into how they can season and flavour the simplest of everyday ingredients. I hope you will find that it is full of recipes that excite and tantalise, comfort and warm, and will win over even those who profess to loathe chilli heat. Forget about crazy hot sauces that knock you for six, think of this book as a companion to transform weekday nights with food that is just a little bit more exciting than usual. Think of the chilli as your exotic bedfellow to add wonderful, unusual notes to your home-cooked food. Feed the family with these simple recipes, but feed them with panache.
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Chillies and children


Many of these recipes can be toned up or down according to your family’s particular tolerance to heat – as with all things taste is incredibly personal – but please don’t think that you can’t cook these recipes for your children just because they have a touch of heat. My fourteen-year-old nephew hated chillies for years but with enough of my cooking he slowly came round and is now an avid fan. My daughter Tati’s favourite drink is the Virgin Mary. It is amazing what children can develop a taste for when given the chance.


A note on heat


You may notice that the recipes in this book have different colour titles. This is a rough heat scale, so the more yellow the mellower the recipe, and the redder it is the hotter it is! You can scale the heat up and down to suit your own tastebuds.
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The Chilli Hot List



(And What to Use if You Can’t Find Them)


Here is the list of chillies that I’ve used in this book. When an ingredients list says ‘fresh red chilli’ you can use the generic ones you find in the supermarket, using more or less depending on how much heat you like. Some grocers and supermarkets stock little jars of ready-chopped chillies as a cheat’s ingredient which are fine too, but I would say try to use fresh when I suggest fresh and dried when I use dried. In general, fresh are better at adding a sparkle of heat on top of food, in particular salads and fresh salsas, whilst dried chillies add a lovely background heat; I like to use them in slower cooked recipes and in the bases of soups and stews. If I’ve mentioned a specific chilli (for example, chile de árbol) it’s because I think this has the right flavour/depth for that recipe, but please don’t be put off from cooking the dish if you don’t have it. Have a look at the substitution guide at the end of each entry and, if in doubt, add any type of chilli you have at home; you can gradually start learning about the particular ones you like. Taste, after all, is a personal thing. As with all recipes, removing the seeds will allow you to appreciate the flavour of the chilli without being exposed to quite so much of its heat.
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Heat (out of 10): 4


Poblano chillies are large fresh chillies, similar in appearance to green peppers but a much darker green and with a thinner skin. When dried, a poblano is transformed into the ancho chilli, a round, dark red chilli with fruity tones. Rich in flavour and fairly mild in heat (although they are steadily getting hotter), an ancho adds sweetness and depth of flavour to marinades, salsas and moles.


What to use instead: Spanish dried red peppers like the ñora or the guindilla have a similar flavour to the ancho, being both sweet and not too hot.
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Heat: 9


Bird’s eye chillies are used extensively in Thai, Lao, Khmer and Vietnamese cooking and also in parts of India (particularly in Kerala). They are small but with a ferocious heat to them. They also have a subtly fruity taste. Thanks to the UK’s ethnic makeup these chillies are widely available here and, unlike the more generic, unlabelled chillies often sold in supermarkets with hugely varying heat levels, bird’s eye chillies are reliably fiery, so you know what you are playing with.


What to use instead: Any fresh chilli will do, although you will have to use plenty of regular fresh chillies to get the same heat levels as a few bird’s eye. A habanero/Scotch bonnet is even hotter than a bird’s eye but it has quite a strong citrusy flavour that can be overpowering, so tread carefully. You can also use the long green chillies you find in Asian grocers, whose heat lies somewhere between a Scotch bonnet and a standard red chilli; these are much bigger, so use a third for each bird’s eye.
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Heat: 9


Cayenne pepper is arguably from the most famous chilli of all, the cayenne, dried and ground. Whilst it is hot it is not blisteringly so: a little can be sprinkled onto dishes to add a light sparkle of heat. I particularly like to use cayenne in puddings where I don’t want to confuse the palate with too many different flavours. It is a much better bet than a generic chilli powder, which can be a blend of chillies and spices and tends to overwhelm the flavour of the food you add it to.


What to use instead: Any type of chilli powder.
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Heat: 9


I use chile de árbol (named after the tree-like bush it grows from) like other people use black pepper. It has a wonderfully versatile dry, fiery heat that adds a touch of peppery seasoning to stocks, stews and sauces. Whilst chiles de árbol are hot, using one in a large soup or stew will add only a gentle peppery heat through the dish; if you wanted a really hot dish you might add two. When chiles de árbol are toasted more of their flavour comes out and they become wonderfully nutty; they are a failsafe variety to use for making chilli oil and hot chilli sauces (see here). You see this chilli cropping up all over restaurant menus in California, where influences from Mexico (and Korea) merge with the modern, seasonal approach to food first espoused by Alice Waters thirty years ago.


What to use instead: Try using two to three pepperoncini, the tiny Italian dried chillies, for every chile de árbol, or use half a teaspoon of dried chilli flakes or cayenne pepper instead.
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Heat: 8


The chipotle, or smoked, dried jalapeño, is probably one of Mexico’s best-known chillies (its name stems from the words ‘chilli’ and ‘smoke’ in the native Indian language Nahuatl). Although there are several different varieties of chipotle, the one that I use is known as the mora. It has an intoxicating fiery flavour that is delicious in salsas and mayonnaises and makes the incredible chipotles en adobo (see here) that can quickly become an indispensable ingredient in your cupboard.


What to use instead: Dry roast a couple of bird’s eye chillies with a plum tomato in a hot frying pan. Whizz them up with a teaspoon of sweet smoked paprika and a good pinch of salt.
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Heat: 7 or 8


Dried chilli flakes can be made from pretty much any type of dried red chilli – it is almost impossible to tell what type you are getting, and I have never seen them labelled in shops. They have a great advantage over chilli powder in that they seem to keep for longer, perhaps because they are not so finely ground. They tend to be hot. They are a great standby to have in the larder and make a great substitute for chile de árbol. I would say a generous half teaspoon of chilli flakes is the equivalent to one chile de árbol (with seeds in).


What to use instead: Korean gochugaru chilli flakes are similarly mild and flavourful. If not de-seed and roast a chile de árbol or a couple of pepperoncino and crumble for a hotter result.
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Heat: various


Supermarkets stock generic fresh red chillies and their levels of heat vary wildly. They are great for adding a fresh burst of spice to food but you do need to check how hot individual chillies are (see here) before working out how much to use. As with all chillies, you can always add more if your food is not quite hot enough.


What to use instead: Any fresh chilli will do. Asian grocers stock fresh long red chillies, which are the equivalent to two supermarket chillies, and long green chillies, which are much hotter than bog standard fresh chillies.
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Heat: 10


Habaneros are from the Yucatan and are the first Mexican chilli to win Protected Denomination of Origin status. They are almost identical in appearance and flavour to the Scotch bonnet and look like brightly coloured Chinese lanterns, in orange, red and yellow. Whilst they are pretty to look at they are devilishly hot with a wonderful citrusy note to them that is accentuated with roasting. Eat judiciously.


What to use instead: Bird’s eye chillies have similar heat levels, or use whatever fresh chilli you can find, keeping the seeds in, and add as much heat as you like with cayenne pepper or dried chilli flakes.
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Heat: 8


Green, curvy, fresh and spicy, these fiery chillies can pack quite a punch, although the heat won’t last long (and can vary hugely from one chilli to another). Jalapeños are increasingly available in supermarkets and are hotter than the unnamed fresh chillies of a similar size that you see sold next to them.


What to use instead: Substitute with any fresh green chilli or a bird’s eye chilli.
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Heat: 4


In India the aromatic Kashmiri chilli is famous for its delicious, aromatic flavour (a little like paprika) and the deep vibrant colour it gives to dishes like the Kashmiri classic, Rogan Josh, a recipe with roots in Persia. The chilli is milder than the other Indian favourite, cayenne, and is therefore incredibly versatile and used throughout India and other parts of South East Asia. Kashmiri chillies are ground or puréed and then added to recipes. They can be found in Asian supermarkets or online.


What to use instead: Kashmiri chillies can be substituted with Korean or Sichuan chillies, or mix half a chile de árbol and one guajillo chilli for each Kashmiri chilli.
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Heat: 6


Pasilla chillies have a herbaceous, raisin-like taste with undertones of tobacco that adds huge complexity to food. In Mexico they are part of the chilli trio used to make moles (with the ancho and the guajillo) but they are also wonderful on their own thanks to their unique flavour. Try them out in my dark, squidgy chocolate brownies (here) or the shin of beef on here. You will be bowled over by their flavour.


What to use instead: Whilst there are no substitutes for the pasilla taste you can replicate their heat by using a teaspoon of Turkish chilli flakes or half a teaspoon of regular chilli flakes for every two teaspoons of pasilla flakes. An equal quantity of ancho chilli will give food a similar body to the pasillas but you will need to add a pinch of chilli flakes or cayenne pepper to get a similar heat.
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Heat: 5


Sichuan pepper was used in China long before the black pepper that we are familiar with. It comes from the dried berries of a shrub that grows in mountainous areas and has a woody citrusy flavour and a tingling effect on the tongue that is far more vivid when the berries are fresh. If you can get the fresh peppercorns online (see here), store them in the freezer and freshly grind your own pepper (the powder loses its fragrance very quickly, even when stored somewhere dry and airtight). Sichuan chillies, which are fairly mild in heat, have a deep, rounded flavour that complements the citrusy notes of Sichuan pepper. They are often used together with garlic and ginger in Sichuan cooking and are highly prized for their colour, which stains food a deep terracotta red.


What to use instead: Thanks to Sichuan cookery expert Fuchsia Dunlop, I discovered that the tongue-numbing, mouth-smarting combination of Sichuan pepper and (the hard-to-find) dried Sichuan chilli can be recreated at home with the help of my old friend, the Mexican chile de árbol. For recipes that feature Sichuan pepper on its own, there is no real substitute, but Sichuan pepper is easy to get hold of these days, either online or in larger supermarkets and delis.
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Heat: 6 and 2


Spanish paprika has a big advantage over other European paprikas because it is usually dried by smoking it over wood, which gives it a distinctive smoky character. It therefore makes a great substitute for chipotles when you are looking to add a brooding touch of smoke to your food as well as that chilli kick. The paprika normally comes in two versions, pimentón picante – a hot version (about 6/10 on the heatscale) and pimentón dulce – a sweet version (about 2/10). Picante is hot enough to give your tongue a gentle workout whilst the dulce is soft and sweet-natured and adds a wonderfully mellow, smoky edge to whatever it touches.


What to use instead: Normal paprika can be used in place of hot smoked paprika, but you will lose the smoky taste. Chipotles provide the same smoky character as smoked paprika but are pretty hot so only use in place of pimentón picante.
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Heat: 4


I discovered Turkish chilli flakes on my first trip to Istanbul a few years ago. ‘Kirmizi biber’ means red pepper and the flakes come from dried red chillies that are usually mild in taste. The two predominant types used are ‘urfa’, a deep crimson, almost black chilli that is sweet and smoky in taste and the ‘Aleppo chilli’, named after the city of Aleppo in Syria, which is a light burgundy colour and has a subtly sweet, mild flavour. The chillies are de-seeded, salted and semi-dried before being crushed and rubbed with oil. They are ubiquitous in Turkish and Syrian cooking, sprinkled over meat dishes or over yoghurt and labnehs to serve as an accompaniment to food. Sometimes the flakes are toasted in the frying pan to accentuate the chilli’s flavour and heat.


What to use instead: Any dried chilli flake, a chile de árbol or a couple of pepperoncino chillies. Dry roast them first to match the depth of flavour that Turkish chillies have.
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Cooking with Chillies



Finely chopped or diced fresh chillies can be scattered like spicy stardust over food. Dry roasted, they give a robust, charred edge (and sweet core) to table salsas. Dried chillies can be ground into a powder to add heat and vibrancy to food. Or they can be toasted to bring out their flavour, and soaked in boiling water to rehydrate them before being added to loose, wet pastes for soups, stews and sauces, or blitzed with vinegar and herbs to make some seriously kick-ass salsas. Here’s all you need to know to get started:
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