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CHEW

A SEARING PASSION
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IMAGINE BITING INTO a fresh and supple chili. Chew thoroughly! Feel the intense flavor on your tongue and then experience how the heat disperses within your mouth. The heat creeps up on you, drops of sweat bead on your upper lip and forehead, maybe even in your ears and around your eyes. Salivation increases, and if the chili is really hot you might get hiccups or start to cough. No other vegetable or fruit generates so many bodily reactions after just one single bite. Apart from the heat, you might make out a tropical sweetness, a bitter note or a hint of citrus—all depending on what kind of chili you’ve eaten. If it is too blisteringly hot you’ll probably get up, catch your breath and search for something cool to drink.

Capsicum, the chili pepper, is a berry, botanically speaking. In the industry it is referred to as a fruit, and it is used as a vegetable. When dried, the chili is a spice. Maybe it sounds a bit complicated, but it is enough if you remember that when it comes to chili, it could mean a lot of things.

Chili has caused sensations for thousands of years and is adored in many parts of the world. Chili is probably the commercial product quickest to establish itself all over the globe—chili was everywhere long before its name was known. Chili is an integral part of the daily life of billions of people, a spice that adds vitamins and flavors to foodstuffs for even the most destitute people. Once chilis were “discovered” by Columbus at the end of the 15th century, they quickly made their way from South and Central America to Europe and on to Asia, the Middle East, and Africa, where just as quickly they assimilated to many countries’ culinary culture.

Famous Swedish botanist Carl von Linné mentions chili for the first time in 1749, when he visited the cultivations in a field in Limhamn, on the outskirts of the southern Swedish town of Malmö. However, there are no reliable records of how common it was in Swedish kitchens in the 18th century. There is no mention of chilis in the cookbooks of that era, but red long pepper might have been alluded to, probably in reference to chili, since a true (Indian) long pepper is dark brown and is more reminiscent of black pepper. What is known, however, is that chili appeared relatively early in the apothecary inventory as a medicinal herb. The Swedes’ knowledge of different species of chilies and their usage is surprisingly narrow—for instance, many recipes still call for one to two red or green chili fruits to be added to a stew. This doesn’t necessarily mean that chefs don’t know any of the chilies’ names; it might just refer to the meager offerings in the way of fresh chilies in grocery stores. As recently as 10 years ago, you could thank your lucky stars if you found these red and green chilies at the supermarket; however, lately fresh jalapeños, habaneros and sometimes even the superhot Trinidad Moruga Scorpion and Carolina Reaper have made an appearance on grocery shelves.
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You beget a considerably larger choice of species and varieties to use in cooking if you grow your own chilies, and can select among hundreds of tasty varieties. The book’s expert and well-versed chili-grower Kerstin Rosengren from Glemmingebro on Österlen (in the southern Swedish province of Skåne), lives with chilies year-round, and grows at least 300 different varieties each year. Growing chilies demands commitment and interest, and those of you who learn how to do it will be richly rewarded.

The best thing about chilis is the amazing variety out there. There is everything from the mildest types, which are close to bell peppers in taste, to those so hot your whole body catches fire after just a teeny, tiny bite. Chilis are probably the world’s most beautiful fruit, and not just those as red as a freshly painted Ferrari, but also thanks to their different shapes and their large range of colors, from creamy white and yellow to green, orange, lilac, and as black as a vegetable can ever get.

You can grow chilis because of their beauty, because they are delicious, because they are hot, because you like to cook, or simply because you relish a real challenge—or a combination of all of the above.

If you feel perspiration on your upper lip or around your eyes merely from reading about chilis, you’re not alone. This book’s author sweated profusely in front of the screen while working on this book.

However, the wonderful thing about chilis isn’t just all the ways in which they heat things up, but that they also provide a jolt of endorphins. Endorphins are the body’s own morphine, a pain reliever as well as a stimulant—yes, you quite simply might experience a “chili high” that is slightly addictive. We want to strengthen your passion for chilis by sharing our knowledge.
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Welcome to our sizzling hot world!

Eva, Kerstin, and Pernilla
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GROW

FROM SEED TO HARVEST
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MAKING A SEED grow is a little like performing a magic trick; under your care a dry, small seed is transformed into something living and growing—a plant! When the seed is provided with warmth and water the growing process begins. What it will become is already predestined in the seed’s genes. It isn’t just decided that it will become a plant of the family Capsicum, but also whether it is to become a habanero or jalapeño, or whichever type you sowed.
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Easy to grow for beginners:

Jalapeño
Cayenne Golden
Big Jim
Anaheim
Lombardo

Well-known chili varieties are sold in plant nurseries and at several larger and smaller seed companies online. Vendors who sell seeds as a main product must guarantee the purity of the seeds as well as a certain germination rate to be permitted to sell the seeds. You can be confident when buying from them, because you know what you’re getting and that the seeds will grow. Sometimes you might get lucky and find organic seeds that have been produced without the use of chemical fertilizers or pesticides. Seed packets labeled F1 mean that these are first generation seeds from select plants. They have especially good properties in looks, flavor, and/or cultivation (they’re less susceptible to disease, for example). An F1 hybrid will seldom make a stable seed, so it’s not a good idea to collect those seeds. If you want to find unusual varieties, try vendor websites from other countries.

IT IS BETTER TO SOW EARLY

To succeed in your cultivation and to grow ripe fruits, it is advisable to always start the chili plants indoors (pre-cultivate). As chili plants require a long growing season, the frost-free months aren’t enough, not even if you grow them in a greenhouse. In our experience, the more practical way to do it is to sow the seeds as early as in fall or early winter, and place them in a greenhouse over spring or early summer. That way the plants can benefit from natural light and summer heat.

The different species develop at different speeds from seed to harvest, varying from about 120 and 300 days. The species C. pubescens, the Rocoto chili and C. chinense, the Havana pepper, have the longest development from seed to fruit, and you need to sow them first, preferably as early as October–November. Chili varieties that belong to the species C. annuum, the Spanish chili, C. baccatum, the berry chili fruit, and C. frutescens, the Tabasco chili, can be sown later, but typically no later than February.

If you sow early, your harvest can begin as early as May–June and continue until the first frost (or longer, if you move your plants inside the house in the fall). One advantage of early sowing is that you can start harvesting earlier and thus not have to move large, space-needy plants full of unripe fruit inside the house in the fall. If you want to grow them in garden beds, it is also important to sow them early to transplant out large plants. This increases the likelihood of a harvest of ripe fruit, even taking into account our short summers. Early sowing demands extra light; read more about lighting on the next page.

If you can create optimal conditions with heat, water, and light, there’s nothing stopping you from growing chilis all year.

GERMINATION

The seeds germinate after 6–10 days, but sometimes it can take several weeks. If you want to provide seeds with the best conditions for germinating quickly, place sowings where it is warm, preferably in a place that it is between 77°F–86°F (25°C–30°C). The simplest way to do this is to get a heating mat or a sowing box with a built-in thermostat that stays at the correct temperature. You can also place the sowing box on a floor with subfloor heating or on a hot, under-window heater. A sheet of plastic film or a lid placed over the sowing facilitates germination, but don’t forget to make air holes to allow for proper ventilation.

The reason for slow seed germination might depend on the species, but also on old seeds and that the seeds may have entered “seed dormancy.” Place the sown seed in a warmer place, maintain even moisture, and have patience! Non-germination might also be because the soil was left to dry out after germination had begun, making it impossible to wake the seed up again. If it is too wet or cold, or both, the seeds might have rotted, at which point it’s all over for them.


LIGHTING

During the dark season (October–March) the chili plants need light to grow well. It is especially important to provide early sown seed plants with adequate light to make them grow nice and sturdy, which also makes them hardier.

There is a wide assortment of good grow lights in plant nurseries, but make sure that the setup isn’t too low, since you must be able to move the lights up as the plants grow. The best is to hang the lights from the ceiling and move the light up and down as needed. A good distance between the light source and the plant is approximately 6 to 8 inches (15–30 cm.). The leaves might burn if the lights are closer. The best light sources provide lots of light but generate little heat.

Jonas Bergström at Instutitionen för Biosystem och teknology (The Institute for Biosystems and Technology) at the consulting firm ELU has looked closer at how plants react to light, and says that white light is best—independent of light source—and recommends 100–200 watt per 10¾ sq ft (1 sq meter) when forcing plants, and 50–100 watt for overwintering plants. Lamps with blue/red light sold as growth lights have a positive effect on photosynthesis. For example, the red light encourages increased root development and more side shoots. However the difference between these lights and regular lights is so marginal that these lamps are not needed for hobby growers. Red and blue lights can be uncomfortable in a home, and it is more difficult to see how the plants are doing because it is impossible to see the color of the leaves when the lights are on. In any case, as white light contains the full spectrum of light, the plants get what they need. It is also pleasant to look at and is therefore preferable inside a dwelling. Strip lights are cheap to buy and to run. Kerstin, who forces hundreds of plants, needs lighting covering large areas, so she uses industrial fixtures with reflectors that are attached to the ceiling with chains. The lights can be raised as the plants grow. The light source is strip lights with a color temperature of 4,100 kelvin, i.e., a cold white light that mimics daylight. If you prefer to use LED strip lights, choose a T5 39W High Output strip light, for example. Your plants also get daylight if they’re positioned near a window—even if it is quite a small amount during winter—while in a dark basement you’ll have to hang up some extra lights. If you’re panic-stricken from all the technical terms, you can calm yourself by remembering that a lighted desk lamp above the growing seeds is better than nothing, as long as it doesn’t generate too much heat and burn the leaves.
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Strip-light fixtures are an economical way to provide plants with good growth light.

The light should be turned on between 12–16 hours every 24 hours. Turning off the light at night provides the plants with a natural rhythm, and they can grow between the day’s photosynthesis and the night’s cell respiration.




HYBRIDS AND SEED CULTIVATION

Chili plants are self-pollinating, which means that they don’t need another flower to produce fruit. Cross-pollination occurs when insects transport pollen from a flower’s stamen to the stigma of another flower; the result can be seeds which, in the next generation, grow fruits that are different in looks, taste, and strength.

There might be a lack of insects when cultivation happens inside, so you might need to pollinate by shaking the plant or by carrying the pollen between plants using a watercolor paintbrush.

It might be tempting to sow seeds from a fruit you’ve bought at the grocery store. Maybe you’ll get a fruit that is like the one you bought, but that is not a sure thing by a long shot! It might have been an F1-type, or perhaps the fruit was cross-pollinated with an unknown species, and so you might end up with something completely different from what you expected. It is better to buy your seeds from an established seed seller if you want to be sure that the plant you lavish with care gives you what you want.

Find out if the seeds come from plants that were isolated when you exchange seeds with friends or other growers, or you risk getting a completely different chili than the one you bargained for. If you buy so-called ‘freely pollinated’ chilis, cross-pollination is very likely.

If you want to grow your own seeds and be sure that the variety stays “true,” that it retains all its properties, you must keep the plant segregated so no insect cross-pollinates it with pollen from another specimen. The best way to guarantee true seeds is to isolate a few flowers while they’re already budding. You could attach a bag (small plastic jewelry bags work perfectly here) over the bud, for instance.
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Once the flower is in bloom, shake the branch with the flower to make the pollen move from stamen to stigma on the (same) flower, i.e., self-pollination. You can remove the bag when the fruit begins to develop after a few weeks, and then attach a label so you know which fruit contains the “true” seeds.

Remember that the fruits need to be completely ripe before you harvest their seeds. A green or unripe fruit will seldom have viable seeds. It is especially important to be careful with species that usually are eaten when green, such as Padrón peppers. Seeds from chilis that are dried in high heat hardly ever germinate.
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You can attach a bag (small plastic jewelry bags work fine) over the flower bud to guarantee that the plant provides true seeds.

HARVEST SEEDS

Harvest attractive fruit that are typical of the plant variety, without any insect damage or plant disease. It needs to be ripe, edging on overripe, dry and slightly wrinkly. Open the fruit and cut off the seeds from the seed fastenings/inner part of the fruit. Place the seeds in, say, a coffee filter to dry. Don’t forget to label the filter! You can put the seeds, once they are thoroughly dry, in a plastic resealable bag or in a seed envelope. Store the seeds in a dry and dark place. At room temperature the seeds will remain viable for 3–4 years. If you want to keep them longer, store them in a cool environment, such as in a refrigerator or freezer.

YOUR OWN HYBRIDS

Try making your own chili varieties! Isolate a plant (the mother plant) from the other chili plants (or place a plastic bag over the buds). When a bud is in flower, immediately cut off all the stamens so there can be no self-pollination. Then you take pollen from another (also isolated) plant and bring it using a cotton tip to the mother plant’s stigma. By all means, pollinate several flowers on the mother plant, since it is not a given that they all will take. Then isolate the flowers until fruits start to develop. When the fruits are ripe, harvest the seeds, and you’ll see the result when you sow next season. If you get fine fruits, save the seeds. A chili has to grow true over several seasons and show itself to be stable, and that it keeps its qualities from year to year, in order to be accepted as a new variety.
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It’s fine to sow seeds from dried chilis, as long as they were dried at room temperature.
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SOWING: STEP-BY-STEP

1. Use clean pots, such as low sowing boxes for wide sowing.

2. Layer the bottom of the pot with ¾"–1¼" (2–3 cm.) organic soil.

3. Top with ⅓" (1 cm.) potting soil.

4. Dampen the soil slightly by misting it with a spray bottle.

5. Sow in rows, leaving ½"–¾" (1½ cm.–2 cm.) between the seeds.

6. Add a name tag for each kind of pepper.

7. Press the seed down into the potting soil about ⅕" (½ cm.).

8. Spray again to dampen the soil.

9. Cover the sowed seeds with a plastic lid or sheet of plastic wrap, if you wish.

10. Place the sowed seeds in a warm place. Optimal temperature is 77°F–86°F (25°C–30°C).



THE SPROUT IS PEEKING THROUGH

A great moment for every chili grower is when the season’s first sprout peeks up through the soil. First it looks like a small green loop or small bent back, but only a few hours later the stalk will have straightened up and the first leaves unfolded. The seed contains everything it needs—the endosperm—for it to grow, develop its first root, sprout, and develop first leaves. These first leaves are called cotyledons, and their main function is to begin photosynthesis to allow the plant to start converting carbon dioxide, water, and light to carbohydrates and oxygen, which are needed for the plant to continue to grow. Sometimes the seed husk is still stuck to the seed, which prevents the leaves from unfolding. If you shower the sprout a few times the husk usually falls off. When the chili’s “real” characteristic plant leaves develop, the cotyledons wither since their work is now done.

The plant is very fragile when it still only has one pair of leaves, and it only needs water and light. At this point, applying a fertilizer that’s too strong might scorch the leaves, or in the worst-case scenario, kill the plant. Wait to fertilize when it is time to repot it.
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Once the plants have reached this size, repot them in their own individual pots.


OTHER WAYS TO SOW

As chili seeds can go dormant and need to be “woken” in order to germinate, many experiment with more or less weird ways to encourage quicker germination. Chili enthusiasts who spread these “tips” on their websites or in YouTube videos are often convinced of their advice’s excellence. Try them if you like, but we have not noticed any difference.

Soak the seed in water for 12–24 hours before sowing. This is a lot of work for weak results. It might be worth trying if the seeds are more than 3 years old.

Soak the seed in 3% potassium nitrate 6 days before sowing. A lot of bother, rather iffy from an organic perspective, and Kerstin got worse results than when sowing the conventional way.

Soak the seed in water mixed with baking powder (⅖ tsp to scant ¼ cup water) for 12–24 hours before sowing. Avoid baking powder if you want to grow organic crops.

Keep the sowed seeds at 86°F (30°C) temperature for 18 hours; lower to 59°F (15°C) for 6 hours and then raise the temperature to 86°F (30°C) again. Lots of unnecessary work, since an even temperature of approximately 77°F (25°C) provides good results.

Place the seed in 77°F (25°C)–86°F (30°C) tea for about 5 minutes before sowing (water the sowed seed with the rest of the tea). Unnecessary work for a weak result.

Rub the seed’s surface with sand before sowing (to rough up the surface). The seeds run the risk of breaking since they are very fragile.

Sow the seeds in rooting or grow plugs instead of soil. A good method if you prefer doing it this way. It is very important to not let the plugs dry out!

Place the seeds on damp paper towels; keep them in a plastic bag on top of a warm heater until the seeds have sprouted, and then place them in the soil. A lot of fuss, and the risk is that the sprout will dry up if you’re not very vigilant.



CARE OF THE SEED PLANTING

The seed plantings should be checked several times daily. It is of utmost importance to keep the soil evenly damp. It should absolutely never be left to dry out, but should not be too wet, either. dried-out or rotted seed can’t be revived. If you have covered the planting with a lid or plastic wrap, it is time to remove it once the seed has sprouted.
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