
PEPPERS Science Page
DID YOU KNOW?
When Christopher Columbus set out for the
New World, he hoped to find black pepper, a
spice that grew in Asia. Instead he found the
Arawak Indians eating another plant that
was spicy, but
not related to
black pepper.
He called it
“red pepper”
because it
had red
pods.

ORIGINS
Peppers are native to
South America. People
there ate wild peppers
nearly 10,000 years ago,
and farmers began
growing the plant over
7,000 years ago.

CLASSIFYING PEPPERS
FAMILY

Solanaceae
The Latin name “solanum”

means “nightshade.”

GENUS
Capsicum

This name comes from the
Greek word “kapto” meaning to
bite. Hot peppers have a taste

that bites your mouth!

SPECIES
Three capsicum species are widely

cultivated.

Most
varieties
belong to the species
Capsicum annuum.

THE PEPPER PLANT Pepper plants
have pointed
leaves and
small, star-
shaped
flowers.

NUTRITIONAL VALUE OF PEPPERS
Peppers are an excellent source of
vitamins A and C.
As green pods turn red, the
vitamin content increases.
One red bell pepper has ...

GROWING AND
HARVESTING
PEPPERS

... the same amount of vitamin A
as 1/3 of a carrot.

... the same amount of vitamin C as
3 oranges.

Peppers thrive
in well-
drained, fertile
soil. They must
have a
constant
supply of
water in order
to set fruit.

These peppers
are ripe and
full of flavor.
I’ll leave the
green peppers
on the plant

until they ripen
fully and turn
red, yellow,
and orange.

USES
Peppers are used raw in
salads or in cooking.
They can be used fresh
or dried, whole or ground
into spices. The capsaicin
in hot peppers is also
used in medicine.
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The heat in hot pepper is
from capsaicin, a
substance mostly found in
the tip of the fruit, in the
ribs, and in the seeds.

The fruits come in a variety
of shapes, sizes, and colors.

Paprika is a
spice that is
made from any
dried red
pepper that is
not hot.

Fresh, dried,
whole or crushed,
cayenne peppers
are used in fiery
dishes in many parts of the world.

Capsicum frutescens
Capsicum
chinense

In temperate
climates, pepper
plants last only one
growing season. In
tropical areas, they
are woody shrubs
that grow from
year to year.
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CROSSWORD
PUZZLE
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Across
1. Peppers belong to this genus.
5. Hot peppers are hottest when ______.
6. The name ‘pepper’ was given to the plant by

this explorer.
7. Peppers are native to South ______.
Down
2. Peppers belong to this family.
3. One red pepper has as much ______ as a

third of a carrot.
4. This is made from dried red peppers that are

not hot.

CHILI RELLENOS

In Mexico, this popular dish is often eaten with
rice and refried beans.
Ingredients
* 4 medium-size hot peppers, like Cubanelles
or Hungarian hot wax peppers

* 1/2 pound of Monterey Jack cheese
* 6 eggs, separated
* oil
* salsa
Instructions
1. Broil the hot peppers on a tray under the

broiler of an oven until brown and
blistered. Then turn and broil the other
side.

2. Put the peppers inside a paper bag and
allow them to steam for 10 minutes. Cut
off the stems and pull off the thin outer
skin. Slit them about 2 inches down one
side, and remove the seeds.

3. Slice four finger size pieces of cheese, and

put one piece of cheese inside each hot
pepper. Grate the remaining cheese.

4. Separate the eggs. Beat the egg whites
until stiff. In a separate bowl, beat the
egg yolks until smooth. Gradually fold the
whites into the yolks, keeping the mixture
as puffy as possible.

5. Put about one tablespoon of oil in a frying
pan. Spoon some of the puffy egg batter
about the size and shape of a hot pepper
into the pan. Allow it to cook for about
one minute, until it is slightly firm. Lay a
stuffed hot pepper gently in the batter,
spoon some batter on top, and gently flip.
Cook on the second side until the egg is
slightly golden around the edges. Put the
relleno in a baking dish, and prepare the
other rellenos in the same way.

6. Cover the rellenos with salsa, and sprinkle
with the grated cheese. Bake at 350˚F for
15 to 20 minutes. The rellenos should puff
up and the cheese should be melted.

7. Serve with rice and refried beans.

SPOTLIGHT
ON RESEARCH

Do spices preserve food?
There is an age-old belief that people living in
hot climates use a lot of spices, like hot pepper,
to keep their food from spoiling. In contrast,
traditional dishes from colder climates are not
as spicy, because food does not spoil so quickly
at lower temperatures. Two Cornell scientists
wondered if these beliefs were really true.

To find out, they tested 43 different spices to
see which ones, if any, keep bacteria from
growing on meat. At warm temperatures, some
bacteria that land on meat will multiply and
cause the meat to rot. The scientists found that
30 of the spices they tested actually do slow
down the growth of bacteria on meat. Among
the most effective spices were garlic, onion,
allspice, oregano, hot peppers, thyme,
cinnamon, cumin, and cloves.

Next, the scientists looked at 4,578
traditional recipes from around the world. They
found that traditional recipes from the hottest
climates used the greatest number of anti-
bacterial spices. In fact, all the recipes from the
tropics called for at least one spice, whereas a
third of the recipes from the north were spice-
free. Based on their findings, the scientists
concluded that people living in hotter climates
traditionally use spices as a way to preserve
food.
Source: Billings, J. and Sherman, P.W. (1998). Antimicrobial
functions of spices: why some like it hot, The Quarterly Review of
Biology. 73 (1).
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RIDDLE
What sounds cold but burns?

Answer: Hot chili peppers!

Yield: 4 servings
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