
PH
O

TO
 C

RE
D

IT
 T

K 
- R

EM
O

V
E 

IF
 E

M
PT

Y

 
 
 

p066-071_HEM0811_GhostPepper.indd   66p066-071_HEM0811_GhostPepper.indd   66 07/07/2011   11:0907/07/2011   11:09



   T H E 
       G H O S T
 B U S T E R

INN A REEMOOTE CCOORNEER OF IINDIAA, 
                             ONEEE VERYY COUURAGGEOUUS MAAN PRROVOKES
                 THEE WRRAATH OOF THHE WOORLDD’S 
                                                          HOOTTESST PEPPPER

BYBYBY JJAYAY CCHHEESHSHESES
IILILLULUSSTRARATITIOONNSS BBYY 

BBAARRRRY Y FFAALLLLSS
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IINN ASSSSSAAAMM, A SSLLIVERR OOF 
nortthheeasterrnnn IIndia kknnoown ffoorr iits 
bbllack teaa aand onneee--hhornedd rrhinos, 
livess aa squatt, bbaby-fffaaaccceed 32-yeeaarr-old 
wwomann nnaamed AAnnandiittaaa TTamulyy. IInn 
the ssppringtiimme, si! iinngg in heerrr sssppparsellyy 
ffuurnishheedd cinddeerr-bblock hhoome, wwhhhiiicch 
is addoorned wwiitth traddiittional ssttrraw hhaatttsss 
aaand a poorrtrait off GGaneshh, tthe Hiinnddu 
gggooddd ooof goodd ffoortunee, sshe 
pppprrooddduuuccceeesss a binddeer fi lledd 
wwwiiiitttthhhh ppprreeesssss cccllliippppingss aand 
mmmmiiissscceeellllllllaaaannneeooouuuss ssscccraps off 
pppaaaapppppeeerrr. AAAAmmmmoooonnnnggg ttthhheeemmm iiis a 
nnnooottteee ffffrrroooommmm DDDDrrr.. PPPPrrrraaabbbbiiinnn BBBBooorrra, 
aaaannnn eeeyyyeee sssuuurrrgggggeeeeooonn iiinnn JJJJoooorrrhhhhaaattt.. 
IIIttt rreeaaaaddddsss::: “TTTThhhiiissss  iiiissss ttooo ccceeerrrrttttiiiiffffyyyy 
tttthhhhaaattt MMMiiisssssss AAAAAAnnnaaanndddiiiittttaaaa DDDDuu!!!! aaa 
[[[hhhheeerr mmmmaaaiidddeeennn nnnnaaaammmeee]]] … hhhhaaaassss 
bbbbeeeeeennn eeexxxaaaammmmiiinneeeddd bbbbyyyy  mmmeee 
rreeeggggaaarrrrddddiiinnggg aaannnnyyyyy aaabbbbnnnoorrrmmmmaaalll---
iiiittttyyyy iiinnn hhhhheeerrrr eeeyyyeeesss.. HHHHeeeerrrr eeeyyyyeeess 
aarrreeee nnnooorrrmmmmaaallll.”””

THAT THIS WOULD BE THE CASE 
is astounding when you consider what 
Tamuly does for a living, which involves 
rubbing bhut jolokia peppers, the hot-
test peppers in the world, into her eyes. 
The eye trick, which is not a trick at all, 
is just the beginning. Tamuly also scarfs 
down those same chilis as if they were 
peanuts—60 in two minutes is her 
personal record so far—and slathers a 
purée of them up and down both arms 
for good measure. It’s a strange vocation 
that has brought her international fame 
and frequent television appearances. 
Over tea and cookies, she shows off a 
DVD reel of her feats on the big color TV 
in the bedroom they helped her pay for. 
(Even in this tiny village in rural India, it 
seems, there’s no escaping the allure of 
reality-show stardom.)

Tamuly’s 15 minutes have been made 
possible by the emerging fever for fi ery 
foods in the West. Hot peppers these days 
are much more than simple comestibles. 
For the most obsessive pepper-heads 
they’re tantamount to religion. These 
adrenaline junkies who put their 
mouths, if not their lives, on the line 
are always pushing the limits on how 
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BEFORE THEY ACHIEVED CULT 
notoriety for being the key ingredient 
in hot sauces with names like Pure 
Death, Satan’s Rage, Naga Sabi Bomb 
and Lethal Ingestion, bhut jolokias 
(sometimes called ghost peppers) had 
more practical applications. Though 
they have long played a part in the local 
cuisine, mostly among tribal groups, the 
peppers have more o! en found use as a 
folk remedy for stomachaches. They’re 
not only safe (in small doses), some 
locals believe they’re also good for you. 
As they like to say in Assam, “It hurts 
going in but not coming out.” Moreover, 
rice farmers have long used the peppers 
as an elephant repellent, grinding them 
into paste and smearing it onto fences to 
ward away marauding pachyderms. And 
in the old days, before the Brits brought 
railroads, tea and cricket to Assam, the 
Ahom kings who had ruled the region 
since the 13th century would rub bhut 
jolokias into subjects’ eyes as punish-
ment for wrongdoing—which may have 
been where Tamuly got the idea in the 
fi rst place. 

But it wasn’t until recently that the 
bhut jolokia caught the attention of 
the rest of the world. In 2003, Indian 
military scientists in the garrison town 
of Tezpur, a traditional bulwark against 
the Chinese Red Army, who last invaded 
in 1962, began exploring the potential 
of a weaponized chili—looking to turn 
it into a crowd control grenade. They 
knew that the bhut jolokias that grew 
in the area were ho" er than Hades, but 
nobody knew precisely how hot they 
were. So they commissioned a test to 
fi nd out where it ranks on the Scoville 

much heat a human can take, actively 
antagonizing their bodies with capsaicin 
(the compound in chilis that causes the 
burn). Their ardor for the hot stuff  has 
given rise to a multibillion-dollar fi ery 
goods industry. And the bhut jolokia 
peppers Tamuly inhales are the rarest, 
most iconically incandescent of all hot 
peppers—200 hundred times ho" er than 
jalapeños and more than twice as hot as 

habaneros. Though these li" le fi reballs 
are relatively new to the international 
market, in Tokyo, London, Frankfurt, 
New York they’ve lately been selling 
like Big Macs. And they’re indigenous to 
only one place: this sliver of India near 
the border with Burma. I flew there 
last spring to see for myself where it all 
began. Within days, I would be taking a 
foolishly big bite out of a bhut jolokia.
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Heat Scale, the global standard for 
spiciness devised in 1912 by American 
pharmacist Wilbur Scoville. It scored 
off the charts, and so they published 
the fi ndings in the offi  cial journal of the 
Indian Academy of Sciences. The paper 
caught the a" ention of the Indian press, 
and those articles soon crisscrossed 
the globe on the web, finding their 
way to Paul Bosland at New Mexico 
State University, who had go" en some 
bhut jolokia seeds from a chili fanatic 
who’d visited Assam. Bosland, who 
heads the university’s nonprofi t Chile 
Pepper Institute, grew a few plants in 
greenhouse conditions and confi rmed 
those Scoville scores. He submi" ed his 
findings to Guinness World Records, 
which in 2007 declared that the pepper 
was indeed the ho" est on earth, topping 
the million mark on the Scoville scale 
(the jalapeño, by comparison, averages 
about 5,000).

Assam’s first and only bhut jolokia 
exporter began touting the pepper’s 
Guinness status to hot sauce produc-
ers in Germany, England, the U.S. and 
Japan. Soon foreign reporters began 
appearing in Assam in pursuit of the 
bhut jolokia. Demand for the peppers 
rose sharply worldwide. Today the 
peppers are increasingly crossing into 
the mainstream in the U.S. and Europe, 
showing up in chocolates, hard candies 
and jellies. And last year New York’s 
Brick Lane Curry House unveiled what 
it claimed was the world’s ho" est curry, 
made with 10 dried bhut jolokia pods and 
accompanied by a certifi cate for anyone 
foolhardy enough to tackle a bowl.

The peppers had never been a cash 
crop in Assam, which is why, since 2007, 
local supply has fallen far short of global 
demand. To keep pace, the agricultural 
authorities in Assam have been urging 
farmers to try their hands at growing 
peppers. “The bhut jolokia has saved the 
local economy,” says Ananta Saikia, a 
professor at Assam Agricultural Univer-
sity who, with his wife Leena, supplies 
dried pods, powders, pastes and fl akes 
to hot sauce makers worldwide. In the 
last few years, the wholesale price has 
gone up some 1,500 percent. Though the 
supply is woefully short, ghost peppers 
are now exported by the ton.

GU WA H AT I ,  A S S A M ’ S  M U D DY 
regional capital, is densely packed with 
some 800,000 souls. I arrive at the start 
of the pepper’s growing season, which 
runs till late summer, when torrential 
monsoons usually wash away the crop. 
Crossing the state in an Indian-made 
SUV, along the banks of the mighty Brah-
maputra River, I spy crinkly-skinned red 
chilis in every roadside market, stacked 
on mats next to the potatoes, eggplants 
and carrots. 

The locals tend to discourage impru-
dent foreigners eager for a taste. In 
Jorhat, a tea town six hours east of Guwa-
hati, I meet up with the Saikias, who fi ve 
years after launching their company, 

Frontal Agritech, are still Assam’s only 
bhut jolokia exporter. Ananta suggests 
I try a sliver of fresh pepper with din-
ner but strongly advises against eating 
it whole—at least without a physician 
present. Workers at his processing plant 
wear gloves and goggles, and the warn-
ings on his packaged products suggest 
doing the same before starting to use 
them. “Bhut jolokias are essentially 
poison,” he tells me. “It’s dangerous to 
eat them.” But, I reason, if a diminu-
tive woman can eat 51 in one si" ing, as 
Tamuly did for celebrity chef Gordon 
Ramsay in 2009 (falling short of her 
televised record), I can certainly handle 
a single pepper. Can’t I?
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AFTER I SPEND A FEW DAYS CON-
templating the bhut jolokia, my chance 
comes over dinner at Thengal Manor, 
the tea plantation turned guesthouse 
where I’ve been staying. I consider the 
little pepper that sits primed on my 
plate. It is red like the devil, red like a 
very sore throat. Despite its fearsome 
appearance, it’s harmless when intact. 
Unlike some of its milder brethren, 
no fiery oils seep through this pep-
per’s skin. You can touch it, even  lick 
it without repercussions. Its searing 
heat lies beneath the surface, on a time 
delay, buried within. While habaneros 

hit you fast on the taste buds, bhut 
jolokia’s burn comes on very slowly. I 
witnessed this delayed reaction on an 
early appearance Tamuly made on a 
variety show on Indian TV. A scrawny 
young guy from the audience had 
volunteered to eat a pepper before she 
began shoveling them down. Brash, he 
downed one whole, raising his hands 
in triumph when he was done. No big 
deal. Shortly a! er, though, his face reg-
istered something like panic. A minute 
later, the camera caught him gulping 
down water, wiping up tears, gasping 
for relief.

I clutch the pepper by its harmless 
stem and bite off  a li# le hunk. At fi rst 
it’s more sweet than hot. Not bad, I 
think. I can handle this. In fact, it’s 
actually pre# y tasty. And so I go in for 
a big bite. And then it hits me, slowly at 
fi rst, exponentially building, the tears 
kicking in a! er two minutes, the sides 
of my tongue throbbing as if I’d tried 
to swallow a red-hot poker. I reach for 
a spoonful of steamed rice, and then for 
another. Neither rice nor soda deliver 
any relief. It takes about 10 minutes for 
the pain to subside. While I certainly 
won’t be challenging any world records, 
I’d eaten the ho# est pepper on Earth 
and lived to tell the tale.

Back at Tamuly’s home, I sit in the 
front parlor and talk more about 
chilis, her life’s work. She grew up poor 
without much education, she tells me. 
Now, newly with child, bhut jolokia 
might be her ticket out. Before the 
tsunami she flew to Japan to make a 
TV appearance, her fi rst overseas trip. 
Soon she’ll be en route to the U.S. to fi lm 
another show, Super Humans on the 
History Channel. Yet one prize eludes 
her: recognition from Guinness World 
Records. A few years back she wrote 
to inquire about submitting a claim 
for the record for bhut jolokia eating. 
She received a letter back informing 
her that she was welcome to chal-
lenge the record-holder for jalapeños, 
American Alfredo Hernandes, who in 
2006 consumed 16 peppers in a minute. 
She shows me the le# er she got from 
London, and a sheet of paper listing 
eight rules under the heading “Jalapeño 
Pepper Eating—Most in One Minute.” 
Tamuly was confused and insulted by it, 
she said. But though she’s never seen or 
tasted a jalapeño, she’s willing to give it 
a shot if she can get her hands on some. 
She’s pre# y sure they’ll be no match for 
her. “I can eat those like candy,” she says.

JAY CHESHES, a New York–based food writer 
who can hardly bear getting shampoo in his 
eyes, poses no threat to Anandita Tamuly.

AAAAAAAAANNNNNNNNDDDDDDDDD TTTTTTTTHHHHHHHEEEEEEENNNNNNNN IIIIIIITTTTTTT HHHHHHHHIIIIIIITTTTTTTTSSSSSSSS MMMMMMMMMEEEEEEE,,,  
SSSSSSSLLLLLLLLOOOOOOOOOWWWWWWWWWLLLLLLLLYYYYYYYY AAAAAAAATTTTTTTT FFFFFFFFIIIIIIIRRRRRRRRRSSSSSSSSSTTTTTTT,,, 
EEEEEEEEXXXXXXXXXXPPPPPPPOOOOOOOOONNNNNNNNNEEEEEEEENNNNNNNNTTTTTTTTTIIIIIIIAAAAAAAAALLLLLLLLLLLLLLYYYYY BBBUUIILLDDDIINNGGG, 
TTTTTTTTHHHHHHHHEEEEEEE TTTTTTTTTEEEEEEEEAAAAAAAAARRRRRRRRRSSSSSSS KKKKKIIICCCCKKIINNNGG IINNN 
AAAAAAAAAFFFFFFFTTTTTTTTEEEEEEERRRRRR TTTTTWWWWOO MMMIINNUUTTEEESS, 
TTTTTTTHHHHHEEE SSIIDDEESS OOOFF MMYY TTOOOONNNGGGUUEE 
TTHHRRROOBBBBIINNGGG AASSSS IIIFFF III’DD 
TTRRRIIEEDDD TTOOOO SSSWWWWAALLLLLOOWWW 
AAA RREEEDDDD---HHHOOOTT PPPOOKKKEERR

HHOTOTH  STSTUFUFFF Clll C ococockckckkkkoo wwiwiswiswisissswww e fe fe ffffee roroomommmmmrorr  lelelee le l ft,t,t,ftftf   
theheet  bhbh ut t jololj okikio a; a at at taat hohohomomommmmmmhoh ee we w wwwwee iththththhhitit  ppepepeee p p-p-p-ppp
perer exexexpoporteters Ls eeeenaaa a aaaandndnd nd ddnnn AnAnAnaAnanananaAAAA ntntantatataaan   
SaiSa kiaki ; a; aa roroadadsideid  ppeppppepepeeeepp r vr vvvvvr rr enendnddddenndeee ororor rooo inin ninii
GuwuwG ahahaatitit
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