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Introduction


You’ve no doubt picked up this book because you’re partial to a chilli or two. Perhaps you prefer your chilli dishes with the heat turned up a notch, and on occasion add something a bit more fiery to your curries. You might be a grower of the humble capsicum in one or many of its forms, or a hot sauce obsessive with a penchant for testing your tolerance at chilli-eating competitions. No matter where your interest lies, there is something here for you.


There’s enough to say about these little fire pods to fill The Big Book of Chillies – but this book is your condensed and refined selection of need-to-knows to see you on your spice journey.


We’ll look at where chillies originated, how they were first used and how they have evolved to be the most-used cooking ingredient on Planet Earth. We’ll ask what it is that endears so many to these brightly coloured fruits and why they burn us when we consume them.


For your education and delectation, we’ll take a look at the big names in the chilli world – including the record-breaking scorchers – as well as a host of lesser-known varieties among the thousands in existence.


You will find everything you need to know in order to grow your own chillies, as well as a host of preservation ideas for when harvest time rolls around – and you can try out a number of chilli recipes too, from savoury to sweet. Whatever you do, just make sure you have a glass of milk at the ready.
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THE BURNING QUESTIONS


What exactly is it that makes a chilli burn so fiercely when it comes into contact with your tongue? Why does it even have the capacity to burn? Other fruits don’t behave in this way, so why do chillies? Where did these fiery pods come from in the first place and why has chilli fever blazed across the globe, scooping up a plethora of “chilli heads” who preach the wonders of the humble capsicum? How hot is the hottest chilli and what would happen if you were to eat one? The answers to those burning questions are all here. Buckle up and read on.


 


 


 


 


What are chillies?


Chillies are small, fiery, fleshy little pods that come in a seemingly never-ending procession of shapes and sizes, and a riot of vibrant colours. They belong to the Capsicum genus – part of the Solanaceae family (better known as the nightshade family) – which includes tomatoes, aubergines, potatoes and peppers. Many of us mistakenly consider chillies a vegetable. However, growing as they do from the flower of the plant, and with seeds within, they are officially a fruit. Chillies range in heat from the very mild to the explosively flavourful to the scorchingly extreme, causing many who have been brave enough (or, perhaps, foolish enough) to venture into the far end of the chilli spectrum to break a sweat and possibly shed a tear. They are one of the oldest cultivated crops in the world and are widely considered to be one of the most popular cooking ingredients globally, integral to a host of cuisines and cultures.


 


 


 


 


LITTLE RED DEVILS WITH FIRE IN THEIR SKIN AND HELL IN THEIR SEEDS.


JAMES STREET


 


 


 


 


Where did they come from?


Humans have been craving culinary heat and adding a kick to their dishes for a long, long time. Archaeologists in southern Mexico have found evidence of the use of chillies in cooking as far back as 7000 bce and it is believed that Native Americans began to cultivate chilli plants some time after 5200 bce. In Mexico, the Aztecs used the fiery fruit pods to make a drink called chicahuatl, a thick mixture of cocoa beans, corn, chillies and water that was essentially a precursor to hot chocolate. Chillies made their way to Europe via one of Christopher Columbus’s ships in 1493 after he discovered them in the Caribbean and transported them back to Spain. From Spain, chilli cultivation spread across the continent like spicy wildfire, with various countries invading others and taking chillies with them, fuelling their popularity as they reached more and more cultures.


In the mid-1700s, botanist Carl Linnaeus classified the chilli as the genus Capsicum. From there, scientists were able to further break this down into the many varieties of chilli that are found across the globe – the main ones being C. annuum, C. baccatum, C. chinense, C. frutescens and C. pubescens (see page 38). Fast-forward to the present day and chillies are ubiquitous in cuisines the world over, with China the largest producer. Chillies have an enormous and dedicated following, with “chilli heads” around the world seeking an ever-more burning thrill, and enjoying a generous supply of different hot sauces, chilli festivals, competitions and events to fuel their fiery passion.


[image: ]


 


 


 


 


FIERY FACT


CHILLIES ARE THE MOST COMMONLY USED COOKING INGREDIENT IN THE WORLD, WITH MORE THAN A QUARTER OF THE GLOBAL POPULATION EATING THEM DAILY.


 


 


 


 


WHAT IS NOT TO LOVE ABOUT THE HOT AND SPICY? THERE IS SOMETHING ALLURING IN THE THRILL OF THE SPICY BUZZ, THE ZING THAT TRAVELS UP AND DOWN YOUR TONGUE, THE TINGLING OF THE TASTE BUDS WHEN YOU EAT HOT AND SPICY FOOD.


MIKE AND PATTY HULTQUIST


 


 


 


 


What makes chillies hot?


When it comes to chilli heat, we’ve all bitten off more than we can chew at one point or another – whether we’ve proceeded knowingly into the realms of fiery cuisine, ordered outside our comfort zone in a restaurant, been served something our tongue simply couldn’t handle or daringly popped a whole Carolina Reaper into our mouth. We all know that creeping feeling as the burn takes over and our taste buds go on strike. This is down to the chemical compounds found in chillies called capsaicinoids – the most common being capsaicin. Capsaicin is the culprit when it comes to intensity of a chilli. Officially a chemical irritant, it will cause a burning sensation in any tissue it comes in contact with – for example, your mouth, stomach, skin or eyes (if you’ve been that unlucky).


 


 


 


 


What is the science behind chilli heat?


When you eat a chilli, capsaicin is released into your saliva. It then binds itself to the TRPV1 receptors – also known as capsaicin receptors – the function of which is to detect extreme heat in your mouth, alerting your brain to the fact that you’re consuming something fiery. Once the receptors have been triggered they send signals to your brain telling it that your mouth is ablaze and needs neutralizing. The brain then responds by attempting to cool the body down – hence the onset of watering eyes, a running nose and even sweating. Chillies evolved this brain-tricking chemical to stop them from being consumed by mammals and to allow birds, which do not experience the burning sensation, to liberally sprinkle their seeds throughout nature and allow propagation. However, little did the chillies know that humans would grow to worship the burn and would only want more.
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