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How to Use this Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the chillies covered in that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is underlined and/or in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related entries.





Introduction


Welcome to the world of fire and spice. Chillies and peppers are one of the fastest-growing areas in food with new brands and products launched all the time. Luckily, we can almost all grow chillies at home even if we have only a windowsill and a few small pots.


This book tries to cover as wide a range of chillies as possible, I have not just selected the hottest 101 chillies I could find as, while being very macho, they would also be very boring. So we start with some mild peppers and work our way up via interesting variations to the latest super hot chillies.


I hope along the way to show you to some new tastes and chilli styles that impressed me over the last 20 years working with chillies. I was first introduced to chillies in a big way when my career took me on frequent trips to California, where it was deemed fun to try to kill the Brit with the hottest Thai and Mexican food as they could find. Each time I returned home I would bring new sauces, dried chillies and recipes back to try on my friends.


During the years I have manufactured BBQ Rubs, had my own brand of chilli-flavoured crisps and chilli flavourings, sold chilli ice cream, written books and articles, and run a successful online chilli store and probably the world’s largest chilli blog (www.chilefoundry.co.uk).


I hope you enjoy this book as much as I did researching it over the past 20-plus years.


The common chilli species


There are currently just five commonly grown chilli species that we describe as cultivated, but there are many more wild species and maybe a few yet to be discovered. The common species are:



Capsicum annuum This is the most popular of the cultivated species; the name comes from the mistaken idea that these are annuals and have to be grown each year. Examples include: Aleppo Pepper, NuMex Heritage Big Jim, Pepperdew™ Piquanté Pepper, Jalapeño, Poblano (Ancho) and Mulato.



Capsicum chinense Named by Dutch botanist Nikolaus Joseph von Jacquin in 1776, who believed they originated from China. Examples include: Carolina Reaper, Orange Habanero, Scotch Bonnet, Bhut Jolokia.



Capsicum baccatum The name ‘baccatum’ comes from the word ‘baccate’ which means berry-like, probably one of the first domesticated species of chillies with evidence dating it back to the Incas. Examples include: Ají Amarillo, Criolla Sella.



Capsicum frutescens Often combined with C. annuum, but research by Paul G. Smith and Charles B. Heiser Jr. in 1957 identified this as a separate species, although it can take an expert to tell them apart. Examples include: Prik Kee Nu, Tabasco, Siling Labuyo.



Capsicum pubescens The name ‘pubescens’ refers to the small hairs found on the underside of the leaves and stalks, so pubescens means ‘hairy’. Uniquely, if you cut a pod open, you will find the seeds of this species are black or very dark brown in colour. They will also not cross-breed with the other cultivated species. The flowers are a blue/violet colour. Examples include: Manzano.



Wild chillies


There are currently 26 species that are described as wild chillies. There is little published research on these and I am sure there will be some duplication as well as some new ones to be found.


Known wild chilli species include: Capsicum buforum, C. cattingae, C. campylopodium, C. cardenasii/ulupica, C. chacoense, C. cornutum, C. dimorphum, C. dusenii, C. exile, C. eximium, C. galapaqoense, C. geninifolium, C. hookerianum, C. lanceolatum, C. leptopdum, C. longidentatum, C. minutiflorum, C. mirabile, C. parvifolium, C. praetermissum, C. rhomboideum, C. scottianum, C. scolnikianum, C. tovarii and C. villosum.


Each of these species comes from different regions of South America, with the exception of the C. galapaqoense, which comes from the Galapagos Islands. There is a growing interest in wild chillies and you can often find seed at specialist websites, including www.fataliiseeds.net and www.tradewindsfruit.com




Some key terms



Open-pollination is the natural process by which insects, etc. pollinate the plants. If you are growing a single variety without other varieties nearby, you are more than likely to get seeds that are descended from parents of the same strain of the species, but it is not guaranteed.



Closed/controlled pollination is what commercial seed producers do to make sure the seeds they produce stay true to the breed. To make sure there is no cross-pollination, they keep the plants isolated while the flowers form. Once the flowers drop and the pods start to grow, the seeds should be safely uncrossed. This does mean that the producers may have to pollinate the plants manually using a soft brush or cotton bud to move the pollen from the male to female parts of the flowers. Cross-pollination will have no effect on the pods you produce from a plant; it will affect only the seeds and therefore subsequent generations.



De-hybridization If you want to create your own open-pollinated variety from an F1 hybrid it is possible, but the process can be very time-consuming and good results are not guaranteed. To de-hybridize a plant you will need to collect seeds from many generations, each time carefully selecting only the plants with the characteristics you desire.


Some commercial crops are developed to have characteristics that are desirable to commercial growers, like having all the pods ripen at a similar time to help with harvesting. However the domestic grower may prefer to have a long sustained harvest so they can use the chillies over the season as they ripen.


The Super Chile is an F1 hybrid that has been very successful with the domestic grower, but over the last few years an open-pollinated variety called Super Tramp has been developed. It shares many of the good characteristics of the Super Chile, like its tolerance to shade, quick maturity and high productivity, making it ideal for the home grower.



Heirloom and heritage varieties You will see some chillies described as heirloom and heritage varieties. There is not a strict definition of what makes a plant an heirloom or heritage variety but it does indicate that the plant is an open-pollinated variety, which is maintained over time by growers who appreciate its unique properties. Seeds of heirloom and heritage chillies have been carefully passed down through generations of growers. The history of these varieties is hard to trace to a single point, but they mostly come from ethnic groups or communities. Heirloom plants generally survive as they have become well suited to the conditions in a region or they show a particular variation that is valued by the grower. Now these varieties are being sought after, as most lack the uniformity and blandness that modern cross-breeding has created.



Hangjiao Translating to ‘space pepper’, these are seeds associated with the Chinese space rocket, Shijian-8, launched in 2006 with around 2,000 seeds, including peppers and chillies, some of which showed improvements in size, taste or nutritional value on their return. There seems to be no definitive explanation why a short trip to space alters these seeds, but they were exposed to cosmic radiation, zero gravity and changing magnetic fields.



F1 hybrid An F1 hybrid is created whenever you cross any two stable chilli varieties, the resulting plant being called an F1. Seeds from this plant would create an F2 hybrid. F2 hybrids are more unstable and this is why most of the time seed-saving from an F1 hybrid is not recommended.



The Slow Food Foundation Ark of Taste This is a database of small-scale produce, including chillies and peppers, that are under threat of being lost in an increasingly homogenized world. You can search the Ark of Taste at www.fondazioneslowfood.com/en/ark-of-taste-slow-food/ and have a look at what needs saving near you.



Seed saver groups There are a number of groups opening up in forums and on social media. On a more professional level there is also the Seed Savers Exchange (www.seedsavers.org), a non-profit organization that shares seeds from a massive range of plants, including chillies. Note that, when using their site, you will need to look under peppers as they have classified sweet peppers and chillies together. The exchange is based in the USA and there is a $100 minimum order for international sales, but you can club together with a few other chilli fans. The selection of seeds is amazing and it is one of the few places where you can get the Hussli Tomato Pepper as well as many other rare species.
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1 Jimmy Nardello


SPECIES


C. annuum


POD DESCRIPTION


Pods are 15–20cm long and 2–4cm wide, turning from green to a bright, shiny red.


GROWING INFO


Very productive, well worth growing but will need a greenhouse or polytunnel in cool-temperate climates.


SEED SUPPLIERS


BCS, MWCH, PSEU, PZW, SLP, TWF






How wonderful would it be to have a pepper variety named after you and saved for future generations. That is what has happened to Jimmy Nardello, whose pepper seeds are being kept in climate-controlled conditions by the Seed Savers Exchange in Decorah, Iowa.


Originally from the Basilicata region of Italy, these peppers were the favourites of Angela Nardello who, with her husband Giuseppe and young daughter Anna, set sail for the USA in 1887 from Naples. They eventually settled in Naugatuck, a small town in Connecticut.


Jimmy was the family’s fourth child of eleven and shared Angela’s love of gardening. He passed away in 1983, but not before donating some of his pepper seeds to the Seed Savers Exchange.


For such a short plant, at only 50–60cm high, they produce a good crop of long, thin-skinned pods




SCOVILLE RATING


0 SHU









[image: illustration]







2 Tomato Pepper


SPECIES


C. annuum


POD DESCRIPTION


There are two main shapes: small, round, tomato-shaped pods and those that look more like beef tomatoes. Both styles will ripen to a red colour to help with the tomato illusion.


GROWING INFO


Tomato peppers are easy to grow, but check the description on the seed supplier site as some are more hardy than others.


SEED SUPPLIERS


HS, LS, NN







Surprisingly, there are quite a few Tomato Pepper varieties. Their claim to fame is that they have more than a passing resemblance to a tomato. As you can see from the picture, they more than just resemble tomatoes – the quick way to tell the difference between the two is to look at the calyx and stem. Once cut open, the Tomato Pepper is much like any other chilli variety.


Records of this style of chilli date back to 1613 when respected apothecary and botanist Basilius Besler illustrated a cherry pepper that looked very tomato shaped.


Tomato Peppers split into two main shapes: there are small, round, tomato-shaped pods, like the Weaver’s Mennonite, Bombita F1 and the Ciliegia Piccante (AKA Baccio de Satana or Satan’s Kiss); and the larger Red Ruffled Pimiento and the Italian Topepo Rosso, both of which are sweet peppers, which look more like beef tomatoes.


The Red Ruffled Pimiento produces beautiful 6–10-cm wide pods with thick flesh that ripens to a deep scarlet colour, while the Topepo Rosso is one of the best-flavoured sweet peppers.


The oddly named Sheepnose Pimento has the look of an overstuffed tomato but has also been described as apple shaped. While strictly a sweet pepper, it has been included in the Slow Food Foundation Ark of Taste.




SCOVILLE RATING


0–50,000 SHU
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3 Spike & Joker


SPECIES


C. annuum


POD DESCRIPTION


The upright, thin, spiky pods ripen from green to red, growing to 2–4cm long while just a few millimetres wide.


GROWING INFO


If you have one of these varieties, I think you must also grow the other. If you keep them in a small pot you will keep the plant small and manageable but it can take a while for the plant to mature and start producing.


SEED SUPPLIER


SSS






Spike and Joker are two separate varieties that have been developed from the same cross.


Spike is a low, bushy variety that produces thousands of very thin, elongated, pointed miniature pods that stick upwards from the plant, hence the name. Spike is best described as a vigorous grower and it will grow to fill any space you give it. A larger pot means a larger plant. The pods are very hot, measuring up to 100,000 SHU. Thus, this variety is ideal for the home gardener/cook and it is superb as a house plant in a small pot and very impressive in a larger space in a greenhouse.


Joker is identical in appearance to Spike in every way – grown side by side, it is impossible to tell them apart. However, Joker has NO heat whatsoever; although it looks like a chilli, it is heat-less. This means that Joker is NOT a chilli at all and, although it is very tempting to call it a very mild chilli, it is technically a sweet pepper.


As I understand it, Joker and Spike are genetically identical except for one gene, the gene that turns on the production of capsaicin. Joker, without the gene, is a sweet pepper, while Spike, with the gene, is a hot chilli.




SCOVILLE UNITS


0–100,000 SHU









[image: illustration]







4 Zavory Pepper


SPECIES


C. chinense


POD DESCRIPTION


Bright red pods grow a little larger than the typical Habanero at about 3–4cm wide and 5cm long.


GROWING INFO


Like most Habaneros, it can take a while to germinate and needs a long, warm summer to ripen. It is slow to ripen, and is best grown in a greenhouse or polytunnel in cool-temperate climates.


SEED SUPPLIERS


BPC, CCN, SLP






Although a lot of time and effort have gone into creating the super hot chillies, there are, perhaps surprisingly and often overlooked in our fascination with finding the hottest, other growers who are expending the same time and effort to make chillies milder, while trying to retain the flavour of the hot variety. Zavory is one such chilli.


This mild, very Habanero-style chilli was developed by Dr Paul Grun at Pennsylvania State University in the USA.


The Zavory really does look like a fiery Habanero, making it ideal for a few tricks to be played on the unsuspecting. The plant grows to 60–70cm high and can produce a good crop of bright red pods.


There are other heatless Habanero-style chillies and the Ají Dulce from Venezuela is a popular variety, getting its name from the Spanish for sweet, ‘dulce’ (‘ají’ being ‘chilli’). It is grown commercially in Venezuela and is used in the local version of the tamale called the hallaca.


You may think, why not just use a sweet bell pepper? Why waste your time on these? But these chillies offer the flavours that make the Habanero so popular and open a market for people who are less heat-tolerant to enjoy them.


When I talk to even the most hardened hot-heads, they always mention the flavour that the extreme chillies provide as being the reason they eat them. Myself, as I get older, find the heat kills the flavour more quickly.




SCOVILLE RATING


10–100 SHU
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5 Cubanelle


SPECIES


C. annuum


POD DESCRIPTION


The pods start green and mature through to red. They grow to 10cm long and 4–5cm wide, tapering to a blunt tip.


GROWING INFO


Don’t grow bell peppers, grow this instead. Easy to grow, it is a low-maintenance plant that likes full sun.


SEED SUPPLIERS


LS, SLP, PJ


AKA


Ají Cubanela, Cubanella, Friarelli, Italian Frying Pepper, Pimiento de Cocinar.


USAGE


Slice and add to salads, or roast and store covered in olive oil.







This chilli is used in both Cuban and Puerto Rican cooking and in Italian cuisine. It is about as close as we get to a sweet bell pepper in this guide, but it is so much more.


The flavour is what you would hope of a good bell pepper, enhanced by the thinner flesh and mild heat. Cubanelles are truly excellent thinly sliced and added to a salad. The pods are mostly picked when still green, but they will get slightly hotter if left until they are fully mature and red.


The skin can be removed by roasting over an open flame and then carefully peeling with your fingers or the edge of a spoon. Do not wash the pods as they will lose their smoky flavour. They can then be stored in olive oil. In Italy they are known as the Frying Pepper and are simply split open, deseeded and lightly fried in olive oil.


This is one chilli pepper that I would welcome seeing replacing the bell pepper on our supermarket shelves.
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