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INTRODUCTION

Chile peppers are totemic in many cultures—that now includes our own. In 1992, when sales of salsa surpassed ketchup, newspaper columnists, sociologists, and grocery industry gurus marked it as a major milestone, an indicator of irreversible changes in the ethnic makeup of our society. By 2002, the space allotted to hot sauces and salsas in the average supermarket went from a few feet of shelf space to close to an entire aisle. At the fast-food counter and the condiment station of the ballpark, hot sauce has joined ketchup and mustard in the plastic-squeeze-packet pantheon.

Business Week’s list of the twenty-five top-selling condiments in America includes six salsas and four pepper sauces. The hot parade shows no sign of letting up. The 2012 Culinary Trend Mapping Report by food-industry think tank Packaged Facts declared that hot and spicy foods were still one of the fastest growing segments of the grocery business. The researchers reported that multicultural Generation Y and the growing Asian demographic were “eager to try bigger, bolder, hot and spicy flavors in nearly every daypart, food and beverage category, and season.”

From the mainstream American point of view, hot and spicy food seems like something that’s arrived on the culinary scene in the last twenty years. But while some of the brand names might be new, the recipes for the hot sauces contained inside the bottles go back hundreds and, sometimes even thousands, of years.

This book is a casual tour of hot-sauce history, a practical guide for making it at home, and an exploration of the strange relationship between humankind and hot and spicy food.

In six chapters, we consider where hot sauce came from and where it’s going. Chapter 1 introduces some key hot sauce terminology and also describes the various peppers that are used in recipes throughout this book. In chapter 2, you’ll see how your favorite Mexican salsa recipes evolved from centuries-old Mesoamerican “chilmoles.” Chapter 3 will give you some new ideas about how to use the habanero-type chiles of the Caribbean islands, and recounts the story of the pepper sauces that made those intensely hot chiles famous. Chapter 4 follows the fortunes of the Louisiana pepper sauce moguls, and offers recipes for making your own fermented pepper sauces at home. Chapter 5 is a world tour of international hot sauces, including do-it-yourself recipes for Thai Sriracha, Ethiopian berbere, and Indonesian sambal oelek. Finally, in chapter 6 we’ll see how some of America’s top chefs are using hot sauces to raise the profile of fiery food in contemporary American cuisine.
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———CHAPTER 1———

HURTS SO GOOD

Like coffee, tea, and marijuana, chile peppers are considered to be psychotropics. When you bite into a chile pepper, or eat a little hot sauce, the chemical capsaicin stimulates the salivary glands and the sweat glands and causes the brain to release endorphins, the natural painkillers that are stronger than morphine. Was it the mind-altering qualities of chile peppers that made them attractive to our cave-dwelling ancestors, or was it the zip they added to a boring diet? Or was it a little of both?

Whatever caused early man to love them, the chile pepper acquired mystical significance. The pods were used as currency in ancient Peru and appear in Incan stone carvings. In pre-Colombian Mesoamerica, peppers were prescribed for coughs, sore throats, and infections. The Spanish missionaries tried to ban them because they thought that chile peppers induced lust.

While English sailors were called “limeys” because they took citrus fruit juice to prevent scurvy, their counterparts on Spanish ships ate chile peppers for the same reason. Ounce for ounce, green chiles have twice as much vitamin C as oranges. They are also rich in vitamins A, C, and E, and packed with iron, magnesium, niacin, riboflavin, thiamin, and potassium. Capsaicin, which can be extracted from chiles, is also used to treat chronic pain.

The health-giving and flavorful ingredient was turned into all kinds of sauces and condiments. In those parts of the world where chile peppers grow year-round, it was the flavor and convenience of those sauces that made them appealing. But in parts of the world like North America, where the peppers are harvested in the late summer and hard to find for the rest of the year, making hot sauce was one of several methods of preservation.

Most North American chile peppers are descendants of the tiny chile pequín. Some ten thousand years ago, the wild chile spread to all of Central America, most of Mexico, and the tip of South Texas. The chile pequín was a tolerated weed, and its human cultivation was due more to benign neglect than active nurture. Its Latin name, Capsicum annuum var. aviculare says a lot about it. In Latin, annum means “annual,” and aviculare refers to birds. Like most of the wild peppers, chile pequín advertises itself to passing birds by growing erect from its stem and turning a bright shade of red when it is ripe. The digestive tract of the bird softens the seeds of the chile, and the excretion provides a rich fertilizer. And since birds usually defecate while perched on the branch of a tree, the seeds are planted in the shade where pepper plants prefer to grow.

Early human preference for one wild chile strain over another encouraged mutations that produced fatter chiles, or ones that grew larger by virtue of hanging pods rather than an upright ones since these were better hidden from the birds. And these mutations evolved into the many cultivars we eat today. The cultivars got local names that were different from place to place.

In the 1980s, the rise of Southwestern cuisine in the United States set off an explosion of interest in indigenous ingredients and chile peppers in particular. American chefs, gardeners, home cooks, food manufacturers, and cookbook writers clamored for reliable reference materials. But scientists had despaired of keeping the many strains of peppers straight.

“The tremendous variation in fruit size, shape, and color … make it impossible to devise a practical system of classification that would cover the large numbers of forms known to be cultivated,” wrote chile pepper authority Paul G. Smith, professor emeritus of the University of California in 1987.

But while a scientific guide to chiles might have been out of the question, a practical guide was still sorely needed. In the late 1970s, Dr. Paul Bosland of New Mexico State University was one of the first to start organizing chile pepper nomenclature for nonscientists. An Albuquerque writer named Dave DeWitt documented Bosland’s efforts and founded Chile Pepper magazine in 1987.

In the early 1980s, Dr. Jean Andrews also began working on her book Peppers, the Domesticated Capsicums, in Austin, Texas. (Capsicum is the name of the biological genus that chile peppers are a part of. There are twenty-something species in the genus Capsicum, five of which are domesticated.) Though Andrews was an avid gardener and lover of hot and spicy food, her doctorate wasn’t in horticulture or plant genetics, it was in art history. For her book, she grew chile peppers from seeds and then painted elegant watercolor illustrations of the plants, the flowers, and the pepper pods.

Early on Andrews enlisted Texas greenhouse owners and horticulturalists to assist in the challenge of growing some of the more difficult peppers. Peppers, the Domesticated Capsicums remains the definitive work for laypeople on chile pepper history and ethnobotany. It also includes some great recipes. While there are only fifteen pepper paintings, they include all five of the domesticated species. The efforts of Jean Andrews continued to reverberate long after the book was published in 1984. When I first met Andrews in the late 1980s, she took me to the Penn Brothers Sunset Farm just outside of Austin on Lake Travis. There, thanks to the encouragement of Jean Andrews, Robert Penn was successfully growing all five domesticated species of the Capsicum family.

The five domesticated species are Capsicum frutescens and Capsicum chinense, the peppers common to the Caribbean; Capsicum baccatum from central South America; Capsicum pubescens, which grows in the Andes Mountains; and the Capsicum annuum of North America. With the exceptions of the Tabasco pepper and the habanero, nearly every other pepper we eat in North America and Europe, including bell peppers, Anaheims, jalapeños, and serranos, as well as poblanos, guajillos, and cascabels, comes from the Capsicum annuum species.

The word chile comes from the prefix chil in the Nahuatl language and was the name adopted by the Spanish to describe the peppers of Mexico and Central America. Chilmole was the Nahuatl name for chile sauces, chilpotle (which Andrews always insisted was the correct spelling) was the name given to smoked jalapeño peppers. Chiltecpin, which means “flea chile,” was the name for tiny pepper we call the pequín chile. Aji is the word for a chile pepper in most of South America.

I have witnessed a great many emotional confrontations over the names of chile peppers in my career. In some cases, it’s a matter of pride. Jamaicans get irate if you call a Scotch bonnet a habanero, no matter how close in flavor and size the two may be. Residents of Mexico City become furious over the name jalapeño, which would seem to imply that their favorite chile originated among the residents of rural Jalapa. Instead, cuaresmeño is the preferred term in Mexico City. And the beloved long red chile of Hatch and Chimayo, New Mexico, becomes just another guajillo when you cross the border into Mexico.

Chile pepper nomenclature became somewhat standardized in the cookbook world with the publication of several guidebooks. In 1990, DeWitt published The Whole Chile Pepper Book with an extensive chile pepper glossary and photo guide. Mark Miller published another authoritative photographic guide to peppers titled The Great Chile Book in 1991. That was followed by the Great Chile Posters, by Miller, one for green chiles and one for dried chile peppers. The effort to standardize chile pepper names culminated in 1992, when Dr. Bosland founded The Chile Pepper Institute at New Mexico State University, which is now recognized as the center of chile pepper identification, horticulture, and agricultural studies in the United States.

But the names used for specific chiles still vary from region to region in Latin America and, in some cases, we have imported the confusion to the United States. Exactly what an ancho or a pasilla looks like is a complicated subject. The big green poblano chile and its dried form, the ancho, are accepted names in Central Mexico and the central part of the United States. But the same pepper is confusingly called a pasilla or ancho in both the fresh and dried form on the Pacific Coast of Mexico.

Many Mexican-Americans in Southern California come from the Pacific states of Mexico, hence their nomenclature is used in Los Angeles. And since grocers on the Eastern Seaboard buy their chiles from the Los Angeles Union Terminal Market, food stores in LA, New York, Boston, and Washington DC often use the Oaxacan nomenclature for chile peppers rather than the Central Mexican names. This makes it very difficult to write cookbooks that everyone can use.

In 1999, after I inherited the job of editor-in-chief of Chile Pepper magazine from Dave DeWitt, I took a trip to the LA produce terminal. With the various guidebooks and posters in hand and accompanied by executives from Melinda’s Produce Company, I attempted to negotiate an agreement on nomenclature with the chile pepper importers. The effort was a lesson in humility. I learned that if your grandmother called it a pasilla, nobody is going to convince you it should really be called a poblano.

FRESH CHILES (listed from mild to hot)

What follows is a short reference guide to a few common chile peppers, mainly the ones called for in the recipes in this book. A photo identification guide appears here and here.

Anaheim Chile or Long Green Chile

This chile was hybridized in the early 1900s to provide New Mexicans with a mild version of their native chile that could be eaten as a vegetable. It has a pleasant flavor and ranges from slightly warm to medium-hot. Anaheims are generally roasted and peeled before they are used. The name comes from a chile cannery opened in Anaheim, California, in 1900 by a farmer named Emilio Ortega, who brought the pepper seeds to California from New Mexico.

In New Mexico, the long green chile is further subdivided by region of origin. The two most common names encountered are Hatch and Chimayó. Hatch chiles are grown in the southern part of New Mexico (around the town of Hatch) from certified seed sources and are graded according to heat.

Chimayó chiles are the older, more traditional chiles grown in the northern part of the state (around the town of Chimayó) from seeds that have been saved from the last harvest. Chimayó chiles are treasured for their superior flavor and unpredictable heat, but they are becoming increasingly rare. The Santa Fe Farmers’ Market is one of the only reliable places to buy them.

Poblano Chile

Fatter and wider than the Anaheim, the poblano is a darker

Padrón Pepper


Jalapeño Chile


Serrano Chile


Chile Pequín
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Thai Chile (prik ki nu)


Habanero-Type Chiles


DRIED CHILES


Ancho Chile


Guajillo Chile


Cascabel Chile


Pasilla Chile


Aleppo Pepper
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Chipotle Chile



Chile de Árbol
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Superhot Chiles and Hot Sauces

The relative heat of chile peppers was once judged by a measurement called the Scoville Organoleptic Heat Scale. Human subjects tasted diluted pepper solutions to detect heat. A bell pepper is zero on this scale, a jalapeño around 8,000 units, a cayenne around 50,000 and a habanero around 200,000. The number is determined by how much the solution has to be diluted before the heat is undetectable. Today chile pepper heat is tested by high-performance liquid chromatography, but we still use the Scoville terminology.

Police pepper spray tests between 1.5 and 2 million Scoville units. The Trinidad Moruga Scorpion pepper is currently the world’s hottest; it is roughly the same heat as pepper spray at around 2 million Scoville units. It deposed the Naga Viper chile and the Bhut Jolokia pepper, which are both closer to a mere million Scoville units. There are lots of other extremely hot chiles in the record books and making pepper sauces with these chiles is a popular commercial pursuit. Pulling out a bottle of Bhut Jolokia (also known as Ghost Pepper) sauce can quickly turn a cocktail party into a fire-eating contest.

Accepting a dare to eat some really hot sauce is not a very good idea. Several manufacturers sell novelty hot sauces that contain commercial capsaicin or other chemical compounds. These hot sauces aren’t intended to season food; they are sold as practical jokes. Some of them have been banned from hot and spicy food shows because they have made people sick.

The competition to make the world’s hottest hot sauce and grow the world’s hottest peppers has turned into something of a circus. While it’s interesting, it isn’t about making delicious spicy food. The heat level of regular supermarket habanero-type peppers at 200,000 Scoville units is plenty hot enough for my kitchen. If you want to cook with pepper spray, knock yourself out.



 


Caution: Handling Chile Peppers

It’s wise to wear rubber gloves when handling jalapeños, serranos, and especially habanero-type chiles. Get a little juice from the cut-up pepper on your face or in your eyes, and you can count on 10 minutes of sheer agony. If you don’t have rubber gloves, use a piece of plastic wrap to hold the pepper while you cut it. Clean the knife and the cutting board immediately with hot soapy water. If you get pepper juice on your hands, try soaking them for a few minutes in a mild bleach solution.





TAKING HOT SAUCE SERIOUSLY
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ROASTED GREEN CHILES

———Yields 5 or 6 roasted chiles———

In late August and early September, chile sellers set up their giant propane-fired rolling drum roasters at grocery stores and farmers’ markets in New Mexico. Many people buy a whole year’s supply of roasted chiles at this time of the year and freeze them. If you don’t have a supply of roasted chiles in your freezer, it’s easy enough to roast your own. You can use this technique for roasted poblanos, bell peppers, and Padrón peppers, too.


5 or 6 fresh green chiles

Vegetable oil (optional)



Place the whole fresh chiles over a high gas flame and turn them as needed to blister the skin on all sides. Don’t allow the flame to burn too long in one place or you’ll burn through the chiles. After most of the skin has been well blistered, wrap the warm chiles in wet paper towels, place them inside a plastic bag, and set them aside to steam gently for 10 to 15 minutes. When you remove the towel, most of the skins should come off easily. Scrape off the rest of the skins with a butter knife. If you are making chiles rellnos, remove the seeds carefully and try to keep the peppers intact (it’s not easy). Otherwise, remove the stems and cut the peppers into strips or chop them up, depending on the recipe.

If you don’t have a gas range, put the chiles in a skillet with a little vegetable oil and blister them over high heat. Proceed as directed above.

ESCABECHE

(Pickled Peppers)

———Makes about 2 quarts or 1½ pounds (drained)———

This blend of pickled chile peppers, carrots, and onions with seasonings is a favorite condiment. You can use the pickling liquid as a pepper sauce.


2 tablespoons olive oil

1 small onion, thickly sliced

5 cloves garlic, peeled and quartered

8 cups water

15 jalapeño chiles (about 1 pound)

1 pound carrots, peeled and sliced ½ inch thick (about 2 cups)

1¼ cups cider vinegar

Pickling salt

1 teaspoon dried Mexican oregano

4 bay leaves

White vinegar



Heat the oil in a large soup pot over medium-high heat. Add the onion and sauté for 3 minutes, then add the garlic. Continue cooking until the onions are soft, 1 to 2 minutes. Add the water and bring to a boil. Add the jalapeños and carrots and cook for 5 minutes, or until slightly softened. Add the cider vinegar, 1 tablespoon pickling salt, oregano, and bay leaves and simmer for another minute. Remove from the heat and allow to cool.

Transfer the jalapeños, carrots, and onions with a slotted spoon or tongs into sterilized glass quart-size jars (you may need several). When the cooking liquid has cooled, cover the vegetables with liquid until the jars are three-quarters full. Add 1 tablespoon pickling salt to each jar and fill to the top with white vinegar. Cap each jar tightly and store in the refrigerator for up to several months.
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FRIED CHILES

(Chiles Toreados)

———Serves 4 to 6———

In the taverns of Galicia, they serve lightly salted, fried Padrón peppers for a snack. At the hundred-year-old bar called El Indio Azteca in Monterrey, Mexico, they serve fried serranos the same way. The serranos are a lot hotter. Jalapeños are also served fried in Mexico, sometimes topped with a little cheese. Serve with beer or cocktails.


8 ounces green Padrón peppers, Fresno chiles, serrano chiles, or jalapeño chiles

½ cup olive oil

Salt (preferably good-quality sea salt)



Arrange the chiles in a single layer in a frying pan and drizzle with the olive oil. Place over a medium flame and cook for 2 to 3 minutes, until the chiles sizzle. Turn the heat to low and cook, turning often, until the chiles are soft and the skin is loose, 10 to 15 minutes, or to the desired texture. Drain on paper towels. Lightly salt the warm chiles and serve them, skins and all, on a small plate.
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