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In 1606, a large trading ship struck a rock off the coast of Lisbon, Portugal.
As the vessel’s valuable contents floated to the surface, locals flocked to the
sea to scavenge what they could. But it wasn’t precious metals, silks, or
gemstones they were after— it was black peppercorns. Black peppercorns
are the small, berry-like fruits of a tropical vine. The spice has a subtle
wood and citrus flavor, and a not-so-subtle spicy kick that comes from
piperine, a compound that binds to a heat and pain receptor on our
tongues. Humans have sought out this peppery sensation for millennia.
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Thousands of years ago, people on the Malabar Coast of what’s now India

began growing Piper nigrum, the black pepper that we eat today. In
northeastern India, growers planted Piper longum, a sweeter relative that’s
now far less common. Black, green, red, and white peppercorns were all
produced using the same plant by processing the fruit differently. To
create black peppercorns, for example, growers picked the fruits before
they ripened and left them to dry and darken in the sun. In India, pepper
was prized, both as a culinary spice and as a medicinal plant. Ayurvedic
texts from 8 millennia ago praised its healing properties, especially for

digestive issues.
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Early migrants and traders helped move pepper from India to Indonesia
and beyond. Egyptians were early adopters — the spice was found in the
nostrils of the 3,000-year-old mummy of Pharaoh Ramesses II. Black
pepper reached China and Rome over 2 millennia ago via the Silk Road and
was quickly embraced. A Roman cookbook from the 4th or 5th century
BCE called for pepper in 81% of the 400 recipes. And when Visigoths
captured Rome in 410 AD, they demanded over 3,000 pounds of black
peppercorns as part of the city’s ransom. In the Middle Ages, Alexandria,
Venice, and Genoa grew rich on the pepper pouring in and out of their
ports.
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The wealthy piled pepper, along with other spices, onto their food. Myths

spread that the pepper grew on trees guarded by serpents— a justification
for the high price. In the late 15th century, Lisbon became Europe's new
leader in the pepper trade after Vasco da Gama discovered a direct sea
route connecting Portugal to India. But this pepper dominance wasn't
without contest. Over the following two centuries, Spain, England,
Portugal, and Holland battled to gain control over spices and the people
who grew them. Black pepper was also among the spices that sent
Christopher Columbus searching for a new route to India.
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Upon landing in the Americas, he thought he’d found the spice— though he
was actually biting into a much hotter, larger, and completely unrelated
fruit: the chili. Experts believe that ancient civilizations in what is today
Mexico first domesticated chilies many millennia earlier. Like black
pepper, chilies activate heat and pain receptors, but with a more potent
chemical compound called capsaicin, leading Europeans to dub this hot
fruit “pepper” as well. Unlike black pepper, chilies happily grew in a variety
of climates, which soon made them the far cheaper option. In India, chilies
were embraced, becoming a standard ingredient and garnish.
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And in China, chili peppers became synonymous with Sichuan cuisine,

alongside Sichuan peppers, another unrelated spicy plant labeled
“pepper.” By the mid-17th century, black pepper production had spread
well beyond India and the cost of pepper fell. But while it lost its allure as a
status symbol, it remained in wide use. In France, a new culinary
movement favored recipes lacking spices, with the exception of two: salt
and pepper. The trend spread, bringing the now seeming inseparable pair
to tabletops across Europe and North America. Today, black pepper makes
up 20% of the global spice trade. It stands among many other heat options.
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We can spice up our meals with chilies in salsas, harissa, and gochujang.
Or we could simply reach for the pepper shaker. So, how did salt come to
join pepper at so many tables ?
ST LB EREEAR salsa (5558 ) - harissa ( I8EiE%E ) # gochujang #
B RBERK; X5E  BF=ERE LPHENYT - BE - BEREEEEIR
A —iE - B LEBEZREZMIE ?

(n.) meals
e, 8

(v.) reach for
BFZ=E

(n.) shaker
AR ; SRIKHR
(n.) tables
B=


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aDblEBU41nA&t=269s

