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6


RED HOT CHILLI GROWER


FOREWORD


As garden supervisor at West Dean Gardens, West Sussex, each year I see chillies exploding into growth in one of the Victorian pit houses, bedazzling garden visitors with their vibrant array of coloured fruits during summer – and I’m equally knocked out by their gorgeous diversity. I grow many edible crops, but chillies provide the ‘Wow!’ factor, as witnessed by the annual West Dean Chilli Fiesta, which, from humble beginnings, has grown to attract about 20,000 visitors each year.


I’ve been growing this summer crop annually since the early 1990s, first at the request of a botanical illustration tutor at West Dean College, and afterwards inspired by the tradition of chilli growing in the USA, which I hoped to replicate in the UK. The collection grew from only a few different varieties of chilli, as there weren’t many available in UK catalogues at the time, to about 300 varieties, with nearly all of them sourced nationally – either through regular retail seed merchants or the internet.


Chillies are a gratifyingly easy crop to grow and relatively pest and disease free; so a thirst for heat and flavour can be satisfied easily within just one season of home-grown chilli cultivation. For an experienced grower like myself, it’s good to have a book with clear and positive growing tips


A
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FOREWORD 7


and new ideas to embrace. Equally, using chillies with a mix of ornamentals in pots or garden beds makes them doubly enjoyable.


However, for an absolute beginner to the world of growing chillies, some pointers on where to start are invaluable. This is where this book will prove to be a precious resource. It’s a complete A–Z of chilli information that will turn all who read it into paid-up members of the worldwide club of chilli heads.


Sarah Wain


Garden Supervisor,


West Dean Gardens,


West Sussex, England
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RED HOT CHILLI GROWER


INTRODUCTION


 rom the eye-watering curries of India to the throat-tingling tacos of Mexico, chillies are one of the most widely used ingredients in the world. Every day they are included in a whole host of different cuisines, transforming any dish they’re added to and, for many, chillies are an essential ingredient that they just couldn’t live without.


But if you are a chilli fan, have you ever thought that you could grow your very own chilli supply at home? And that you don’t need to be an experienced gardener to do so?


Chillies are brilliantly easy plants to grow. They need no specialist kit, just a little time, patience and somewhere warm and bright to live in. They suffer with very few problems and are impressively productive, pumping out their bright shiny pods from mid summer until the end of autumn. Plus, with hundreds of chillies to choose from, in all different pod sizes, colours and heat levels, there is at least one variety for you, however simple or ambitious your chilli-growing plans.


Chillies are beautiful and rewarding plants, ideal for both the first-time grower and the keen gardener. For little more than the price of a packet of seeds, you could have your own favourite ingredient whenever you need it – so if you love chillies, why not give them a go?


F
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10 RED HOT CHILLI GROWER


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


 his book includes everything you ever wanted to know about chillies – from what gives the pods their heat to the best ways to grow them, both inside and out. With a helpful guide to some of the best chillies available, it is a book that can be both dipped into or read from cover to cover, depending on where your interests lie.


CHAPTER 1 The first chapter looks at why we love chillies so much, their history and how they have spread across the world. It also describes why chillies are so hot and explains how this heat is measured by the Scoville Scale. Finally, the main chilli species are introduced.


CHAPTER 2 covers everything you need to know to grow your own chillies. Starting with sourcing seeds and plants, it uses step-by-step instructions to guide you from seed to harvest. Symptoms of pests and diseases and how to combat them are also covered, and there are ideas and suggestions for growing chillies in different ways and in combination with other plants in the garden.


T







CHAPTER 1







CHAPTER 2
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK 11


CHAPTER 4 covers all the many different and delicious ways chillies can be used once you have collected your harvest, whether preserving or pickling, smoking or drying. There are also a few simple but inspirational recipes.


CHAPTER 3 is a clear guide to growing the many chillies available, starting with the mildest and moving up through the Scoville Scale to the superhot. It includes a range of sizes and colours, as well as varieties that are ideal for the first-time grower or for using in containers.


Finally, the book ends with a glossary, explaining any technical terms, and a resources section including websites, books, seed and plant suppliers and other general chilli-related sources that you can consult if you’ve been bitten by the chilli bug and want to know more!







CHAPTER 3







CHAPTER 4
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Chapter 1


WHAT IS A


CHILLI?


Chillies are the brightly coloured and often searingly hot fruit, or berries, of the chilli pepper plant, a group of plants known in Latin as Capsicum that belong to the Solanaceae family, which also includes their cousins potatoes, tomatoes and aubergines. In culinary terms they are treated as a vegetable or spice and often called chilli peppers, but they are not related to white or black pepper (Piper spp); the name is believed to have come from Christopher Columbus, who thought that their hot, spicy tastes were similar.


In the wild, chillies grow as perennial shrubs and hail from the tropical and temperate Americas. In cooler countries like the UK and the northern USA, they are generally grown as tender annuals. Plants vary greatly and the chilli varieties available today come in all different colours, shapes, sizes and heat strengths, with a staggering 10,000 varieties to choose from.
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RED HOT CHILLI GROWER


WHAT IS IT


ABOUT CHILLIES?


Chillies are the most widespread and commonly loved ingredient in the world.


An essential component in the food of many countries, including India, Thailand and Mexico, there has been an explosion of interest in this brightly coloured fruit in recent years. As world cuisines fuse, people have started to realise that there is more to these little pods than just heat. Chillies are about intense flavour, too, and each country has its own unique way of cooking and using them, whether it’s the sweet chilli sauce of the Far East, the smoky chipotles of Mexico or the mouth-searing curries of India.


Chillies are increasingly catching the world’s attention and for many of us have become something of an obsession – people who love, grow and eat chillies are known as ‘chilli heads’. There are contests for the biggest chilli grown, the hottest chilli sauce, chilli challenges and chilli-eating competitions.
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CHILLIES ARE GOOD FOR US!


It’s not all about heat – chillies are surprisingly good for us too. Valued in South America for centuries as medicinal as well as culinary plants, they are increasingly being appreciated for their many health benefits by modern medicine.


Chillies contain high levels of calcium and vitamin C – twice that of citrus fruit, with the riper red chillies having the most of all. Red chillies are also high in beta-carotene, while dried chillies are full of vitamin A. They may help to prevent diabetes, treat arthritis, ease congestion, and are claimed to boost metabolism and prevent some cancers.


Modern research also dispels the belief that spicy chillies are bad for the stomach and it is now thought that in fact they protect the stomach lining.


RIPE RED


CHILLIES = beta-carotene, vitamin C, calcium


DRIED CHILLIES = vitamin A
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RED HOT CHILLI GROWER


A SHORT HISTORY OF CHILLIES


Europe


Spain


Mexico


Caribbean Sea


Chillies are one of the oldest cultivated crops of the Americas with archaeological evidence of their use in Mexican cooking dating back as far as 6,000 years.


Their natural range extends from the southern part of North America (modern-day Mexico) down to the temperate regions of South America.


Columbus was one of the first Europeans to come across chillies when he encountered them in the Caribbean. He took them back with him to Spain.
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WHAT IS A CHILLI? 17


Initially chillies were grown in Europe as botanical curiosities rather than a foodstuff but their culinary, and medicinal, potential was soon discovered. Their journey to becoming one of the most widespread and integral ingredients in the world had begun.


China


Japan


Today India is the world’s largest consumer, producer and exporter of chillies but they are also an essential part of cuisines as diverse as Thai, Mexican, South African, Spanish, Portuguese and Hungarian.


India


Indonesia


South Africa


Spanish ships often stopped at the port of Lisbon. There is strong evidence to show that it was the Portuguese who introduced the chilli to Asia, most notably to their Indian colony in Goa, as well as to China, Indonesia and Japan.


The use of chillies then spread along the trade routes, through central Asia to Turkey and beyond.
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18 RED HOT CHILLI GROWER


WHAT GIVES CHILLIES THEIR KICK?


Burning mouth, stinging lips, watering eyes, runny nose, sweat running down your forehead… all these symptoms are caused by the chemical compounds in chillies called capsaicinoids, the most well known being capsaicin (pronounced ‘cap-say-sin’).


CAPSAICIN


Eyes water and nose runs


When you eat a chilli it is the capsaicin that irritates the pain receptors in your mouth, nose and stomach, letting your brain know that you have just eaten something hot. The capsaicin doesn’t actually burn or damage you – although it may feel like it has.


Heartbeat rises


Stomach pain
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The brain responds by trying to flush away the heat, hence the watering eyes and runny nose. It also raises your heartbeat and triggers the release of endorphins – natural painkillers, which make you feel relaxed and happy. This ‘rush’ is one of the things that ‘chilli heads’ love about eating chillies and is possibly the reason people get addicted to spicy food.


The more you eat hot chillies, the more tolerant of heat you become. Chilli heads weren’t born that way but have usually arrived at their awe-inspiring heat tolerance after months or years of building up resistance. Eating spicy food regularly gradually increases our tolerance to fiery food – people who eat chilli every day soon find that what they previously thought were hot chillies, such as the ‘Jalapeño’, are now bland!


CHILLI SEED DISPERSAL


It’s thought that capsaicin evolved to protect chillies from being eaten by mammals. Plants need their seeds to be dispersed and if mammals were to eat the fruit, the seeds would break down in their gut and disappear, so capsaicin ‘burns’ them and they stop eating chillies. Only mammals are affected by capsaicin and birds can happily eat the pods, pass the seeds through their gut intact and disperse them as they fly. Consequently, birds play a primary role in the spread of chillies in the wild.
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20 RED HOT CHILLI GROWER


HOW HOT?


The pungency of a chilli’s heat is not simply down to genetics; environmental conditions play a part, too. Stressing a plant by under-watering it can make the fruit spicier (but results in a weaker plant and therefore a poorer harvest), while the hotter the growing conditions, the more fiery a chilli will be. This is particularly noticeable with fruit grown at the end of the season in autumn and early winter – temperatures are low and the chillies are less hot than those grown in the summer. As a general rule, the smaller the chilli, the hotter it is – but this is not always the case, so exercise caution! Chillies of the same variety can vary in heat from plant to plant, as can pods on the same plant.
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early 1990s, first at the request of a botanical illustration
tutor at West Dean College, and afterwards inspired by the
tradition of chilli growing in the USA, which I hoped to
replicate in the UK. The collection grew from only a few
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INTRODUCTION

From the eye-watering curries of India to the throat-
tingling tacos of Mexico, chillies are one of the most
widely used ingredients in the world. Every day they are
included in a whole host of different cuisines, transforming
any dish they're added to and, for many, chillies are an
essential ingredient that they just couldn't live without.

But if you are a chilli fan, have you ever thought that you
could grow your very own Chllh supply at home? And that
you don't need to b Ie d d to do so?

Chillies are brilliantly easy plants to grow. They need no
spec1ahst kit, ]ust a little time, patience and somewhere
to live in. They suffer with very few
problems and are impressively productive, pumping out
their bright shiny pods from mid summer until the end of
autumn. Plus, with hundreds of chillies to choose from, in
all different pod sizes, colours and heat levels, there is at
least one variety for you, however simple or ambitious
your chilli-growing plans.

Chillies are beautiful and rewardlng plants, 1dea1 for both
the first-time g and d or little more
than the price of a packet of seeds, you could have your
own favourite ingredient whenever you need it — so if you
love chillies, why not give them a go?






