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INTRODUCTION

Chilli pepper is the most widely used spice in the world. Chilli peppers have been consumed by humans for thousands of years. They grow in the form of a pod, which may be slender or bulbous, and are rich in vitamins A and C. A chilli pepper ranges in colour from green to red to orange depending on how ripe it is. The hollow inside contains a large number of seeds rich in capsaicin, the molecule responsible for the ‘spicy’ taste. The earliest evidence of chilli pepper use was found in a cave in Tehuacán, Mexico. However, it is believed to have originated in Brazil before spreading throughout South America, where it has been used as a condiment, a vegetable and even as a medicine.

When Christopher Columbus arrived in the Americas in 1492, he noticed that ‘the natives eat chilli peppers as we would eat apples’. Following the colonization of the Americas, the chilli pepper was introduced to Europe, where it gradually replaced black pepper, which was a rare and expensive commodity.

While chilli pepper was one of the last spices discovered, it is now the most widely used for cooking across the world, particularly in hot countries, where it grows well.

Thanks to the Portuguese, who exported it to Asia, and to Ferdinand Magellan, who introduced it to Africa, its geographic expansion was very rapid. Today it can be found across five continents.

While it is a staple of South and Central American cuisines, chilli pepper is also prevalent in the cuisines of Asia, India and Africa. Americans are not far behind in their use of chilli-based hot sauces (consumption has apparently even exceeded that of the omnipresent ketchup).

The chilli pepper is the fruit of the Capsicum plant, a member of the nightshade family, which also includes tomatoes and potatoes.

The word ‘capsicum’ comes from the Greek kapto, which means to bite (‘the pepper that bites back’). Capsicum has been crossed many times, creating multiple varieties. However, there are only five domesticated species, all with the same ancestor (the pequin chilli pepper).

• CAPSICUM ANNUUM

This is the most commonly cultivated species of chilli pepper in the world. It covers many varieties, including peppers with thick flesh, like sweet peppers, but also large peppers with thin skin, like poblanos, as well as the cayenne group and short peppers, like jalapeños.

• CAPSICUM FRUTESCENS

The most famous chilli pepper of this species is Tabasco®. Another variety is the malagueta chilli pepper, a Brazilian chilli pepper which is very difficult to find outside the country. The most common name given to chilli peppers of this variety is bird’s eye chilli. This is because birds, who, like reptiles, are not sensitive to the capsaicin molecule, eat them and spread their seeds widely.

• CAPSICUM BACCATUM

This species is called ají in Latin America. It is believed to have originated in Bolivia or Peru and has been cultivated since 2500BCE.

• CAPSICUM CHINENSE

This species likes warm and humid climates and is native to the Amazon basin. It comprises at least 40 varieties, including the explosively hot habanero chilli pepper. Capsicum chinense is mostly cultivated east of the Andes. Over time, it spread to the Caribbean islands.

• CAPSICUM PUBESCENS

This is the only domesticated form that no longer exists in the wild. The species originated in Bolivia and is believed to have been domesticated as far back as 6000BCE. It was the most common chilli pepper among the Incas. It is cultivated today in the Andes and on the high plateaus of Central America. Commonly known as rocoto, it grows in regions with a very narrow temperature spectrum and can withstand light frosts.

A common characteristic of all these varieties of chilli peppers is the pronounced spicy taste, which varies in intensity due to the level of capsaicin present. Capsaicin is a molecular compound that irritates the epithelium (the tissue that lines the outer surfaces of many internal organs, the inner surfaces of body cavities and the inner surfaces of blood vessels). The characteristic action of capsaicin involves activating the heat receptors in the skin, causing a burning sensation even though there is no increase in temperature.

In 1912, Wilbur Scoville, an American pharmacologist, created a scale to assess the strength of each chilli pepper based on its capsaicin content. This scale, which takes his name, ranges from 0 to over 2,000,000 units. For ease of assessment, there is a simplified Scoville scale ranging from 0 to 10 (see here), where 0 means the pepper has no capsaicin (such as sweet peppers) and 10 means it has an explosive heat (like habanero).

Until 2006, the Red Savina habanero chilli pepper was listed as the hottest pepper in the world, exceeding 500,000 on the Scoville scale. In 2006, it was ousted by the Naga Jolokia chilli pepper, grown in the Assam region of India, which measures 1,000,000 on the Scoville scale. And since 2009, the American Carolina Reaper chilli pepper has been considered the hottest in the world, measuring between 1,500,000 and 2,200,000 on the Scoville scale.

Only mammals are sensitive to capsaicin. The capsaicin molecule is fat-soluble and this is why it is advised to consume a dairy product (drink milk or eat yogurt) to reduce the heat of a chilli pepper. Drinking water, on the contrary, will tend to fuel the fire. It is also advisable to wear disposable gloves when handling chilli peppers to avoid burning your fingers. Also, be careful not to rub your eyes when cooking chillies!

Like many spices, chilli pepper is excellent for your health. It is found in many traditional medicines, which credit it – among other benefits – with digestive properties because it makes people salivate, which helps to pre-digest food. It also has anti-inflammatory and slimming properties (because it accelerates the metabolism), as well as bactericidal properties, which limit intestinal infections.

When eating chilli peppers, be careful about the amount you use. Adjust the amount based on your tolerance of capsaicin. Generally, the recipes in this book are not overly hot, even those using hot chilli peppers like habanero or rocoto. If you follow the recommended cooking method, you will be able to appreciate the flavour of these chilli peppers without the heat overwhelming it.

It is not always easy to distinguish the different varieties available in shops. You will often find them labelled generically as ‘chilli’, making it difficult to know the strength. In that case, you will need to test them. Wear gloves to do this. Remove the stalk from the pepper and cut it in half lengthways. Remove the seeds and membranes, which will greatly reduce its strength, before tasting the pepper. Little by little, your body and palate will get used to the capsaicin and you will find you can remove fewer and fewer seeds.

Finally (if you need any further persuasion), eating chilli peppers releases endorphins, the feel-good hormones... That could be enough to get you hooked!

[image: Illustration showing four long chilli peppers, three red and one green, with green stems attached, drawn with shading lines.]
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SCOVILLE SCALE

Here is a summary table of the simplified Scoville scale, indicating the intensity of the chilli peppers and the nature of the mouth feel.

[image: A simplified Scoville scale chart shaped like a chilli pepper, listing intensity levels from 0 (Neutral, Sweet pepper) to 10 (Explosive, Habanero). Sweet pepper and landes sweet pepper are neutral, sweet paprika is mild, peperoncino, kashmir mirch chilli powder are warm, poblano chilli pepper, cascabel, cheongyang gochu are lively, padron pepper, espelette pepper, aleppo chilli pepper are hot, jalapeno, hot paprika, calabrian chilli pepper are strong, takanotsume aji amarilo are fiery, tabasco is burning, chi-chien chilli pepper, bird's eye chilli pepper, rocoto, cayenne pepper are torrid, thai bird's eye chilli pepper are volcanic and habanero is explosive.]


[image: A cross-section of a red chilli pepper with labeled parts: Stem, Calyx, Placenta, Seeds, Mesocarp, Endocarp, and Exocarp.]



CHILLI PEPPER CATALOGUE


[image: An assortment of bell peppers, including whole yellow, orange, red, and green peppers, alongside a sliced red pepper showing its seeds and pith.]

SWEET PEPPER




[image: Landes Sweet Peppers, showing with slender red and green varieties, arranged on two small white plates with golden rims.]

LANDES SWEET PEPPER




[image: Peperoncino chilli peppers in two forms: fresh, wrinkled green peppers on a white surface, and preserved yellow peppers in a small bowl of oil.]

PEPERONCINO




[image: A shallow white bowl filled with wrinkled, dark red Kashmiri Mirch dried chillies on the left and bright red chili powder on the right.]

KASHMIRI MIRCH CHILLI PEPPER




[image: Two fresh, dark green Poblano chilli peppers alongside two dried, dark purple-black Poblanos, some loose seeds, and a small bowl of red powder.]

POBLANO CHILLI PEPPER




[image: Round, dried, dark red Cascabel chillies with stems with one chilli open to show seeds. A small bowl contains ground chilli powder.]

CASCABEL




[image: Cheongyang Gochu chilli pepper in two forms: red pepper flakes in a small wooden bowl and red pepper paste in another wooden bowl and on a spoon.]

CHEONGYANG GOCHU




[image: A shallow white bowl filled with small, slightly wrinkled green Padrón peppers. One pepper lies on the white surface next to the bowl.]

PADRÓN PEPPER




[image: A string of dried, dark red Espelette peppers hanging by their stems next to a small bowl filled with coarse red pepper flakes.]

ESPELETTE PEPPER




[image: A close-up view of crushed, dried Aleppo chilli pepper flakes in a small, shallow wooden bowl, showing their deep red color and coarse texture.]

ALEPPO CHILLI PEPPER




[image: Fresh dark green jalapeños in a small bowl, mature bright red jalapeños, and dried, wrinkled brown chipotle peppers displayed on a white surface.]

JALAPEÑO




[image: Three small bowls containing different shades of red and orange paprika powder, arranged on a white textured cloth.]

PAPRIKA




[image: A white plate holds fresh Calabrian chilli peppers in purple, yellow, and orange, with dried peppers, flakes, and powder scattered below.]

CALABRIAN CHILLI PEPPER




[image: A small white plate holds dried, red Takanotsume chilli peppers. They are thin, slightly wrinkled, and have loose yellow seeds among them.]

TAKANOTSUME




[image: Three fresh, bright orange Ají Amarillo peppers, three dried, wrinkled peppers, a bowl of yellow powder, and a bowl of orange paste with a spoon.]

AJÍ AMARILLO




[image: A bottle of Tabasco brand pepper sauce sits next to a small white bowl filled with crushed, dry yellow chilli flakes and seeds on a white surface.]

TABASCO®




[image: A small potted Chi-Chien chilli pepper plant with bright red, elongated peppers and green leaves, uprooted to show the soil and root ball.]

CHI-CHIEN CHILLI PEPPER




[image: A beige bowl filled with dried, small, red and orange Bird's Eye Chilli peppers, with a few scattered on a white surface next to the bowl.]

BIRD’S EYE CHILLI PEPPER




[image: Two whole red rocoto chillies, one halved exposing black seeds, and a spoonful of orange chilli paste in a rustic bowl.]

ROCOTO




[image: A small Cayenne chilli pepper plant, in a clump of soil features long, slender peppers in varying stages of ripening.]

CAYENNE CHILLI PEPPER




[image: Thai Bird's Eye chilli peppers scattered on a white surface with several small, slender chillies, some bright green and some vibrant red.]

THAI BIRD’S EYE CHILLI PEPPER




[image: A white bowl containing whole Habanero sweet peppers in wrinkled, lantern shapes with small green stems. Most are bright red, and three are yellow.]

HABANERO SWEET PEPPER





SWEET PEPPER

SIZE

10–18cm (4–7 inches) depending on the variety

ORIGIN

Originally from Central America, where Christopher Columbus encountered it, this appeared in Europe in the 16th century.

WHERE IS IT EATEN?

It is found all over Europe.

EATING

Found in the cuisine of many countries, sweet pepper can be eaten raw and cooked. It is full of fibre and, when grilled or roasted, the skin can be peeled away to make it easier to digest. The green pepper, which is still immature, is firmer and has a slight bitterness; it is often found in ratatouilles. The red and yellow peppers, with a milder flavour, are often used in coulis, sautéed, grilled or stuffed. Cut them into small raw cubes to add colour and freshness to your salads.

PLANT

Sweet pepper, or simply ‘pepper’ in Europe, is the common name of Capsicum annuum.

The sweet pepper belongs to the nightshade family (just like potatoes and tomatoes).

Its Scoville rating is zero because it contains no capsaicin (the active molecule in chilli peppers).

Its colour ranges from green to red or from green to orange or yellow: the colour changes as the pepper ripens. It can be conical in shape or square with lobes. All types are hollow and contain seeds and membranes which must be removed before cooking. The peak season is from June to September.

Sweet peppers are rich in vitamin C and antioxidants (carotenoids, flavonoids), which are present in increasing quantities as the pepper ripens.

They also have a natural diuretic role due to a high potassium level and low sodium content.



[image: A colorful arrangement of sweet peppers: whole yellow, orange, red, and green peppers, plus two halved red peppers showing hollow interiors and seeds.]




MARINATED SWEET PEPPERS

WITH GARLIC AND OLIVE OIL

[image: Spice level rating of one out of four.]

PREPARATION: 15 MINS / COOKING: 30 MINS

SERVES 4–6

• 2 large yellow sweet peppers • 2 large red sweet peppers • 1 large garlic clove • 5 tablespoons olive oil • 3 thyme sprigs • Salt and freshly ground black pepper

Baking tray • Nonstick baking paper • Freezer bag

1/ The day before you want to eat the dish, preheat the oven to 200°C fan (425°F) Gas Mark 7. Wash and dry the peppers. Place them on a baking tray lined with nonstick baking paper.

2/ Roast for 30 minutes, turning them over roughly every 8 minutes to ensure they do not burn (the skin should, however, become a little blackened).

3/ Take the sweet peppers out of the oven, put them in a freezer bag and let them cool.

4/ Remove the peppers from the bag. Remove the stem, skin and seeds. Cut the flesh into strips about 2cm (¾ inch) thick or leave the lobes whole. Arrange them on a serving dish.
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