“Food as Medicine” topic of the month: chili peppers
Chili peppers are a huge family of peppers enjoyed throughout the world.  There are hundreds, if not thousands, of chili pepper varieties used to add fiery flavor to foods.  Wild chili peppers were gathered in Mexico thousands of years ago, brought into India and Southeast Asia, and eventually found their way to Europe by the mid-16th century.
Chili peppers get their heat from capsaicin; an alkaloid found mainly in the spongy white tissue to which the seeds cling.  Individual chiles from the same plant can vary greatly in their “hotness quotient.”  This is the U.S. measurement of heat spice of each chili pepper and is called the Scoville scale.  The general rule is, the smaller the chili pepper, the hotter it will be.  Each type has subtle flavors in addition to its heat.  Jalapenos are the most common hot chili pepper in the U.S.  Most fresh jalapenos are sold green, though occasionally red ripe ones may be found.  When smoke-dried, red jalapenos are called “chipotles.”  The Carolina Reaper currently holds the title for the hottest chili pepper in the world, according to the Guinness World Records.  These peppers are often used in hot sauces and culinary dishes, but caution is advised due to their extreme heat.
Chili peppers have long been used for their many medicinal properties.  The capsaicin found in peppers has been shown to inhibit a hormone that is involved in inflammation.  Eating spicy chili peppers and chili spices can help reduce accumulated mucus in the sinuses, and the pain associated with inflammatory arthritis and diabetic neuropathy.  Recent studies have shown capsaicin has heart health benefits like reducing cholesterol in the blood as well as lowering triglyceride levels.  It can also reduce platelet aggregation, thus, reducing blood clotting.  Indeed, it has been shown that cultures that eat a lot of chili peppers have a low rate of cardiovascular disease.    
There are countless recipes that include chili peppers. Here is a recipe for a simple version of a dish called “rajas.”  Rajas means “strips” or “slices” in Spanish.  In the culinary sense, it refers to a dish of sliced poblano chiles and onions with sour cream.  In this recipe, chef Ramses Bravo in his cookbook Bravo Express, creates a healthier version of rajas and blends spicy, sweet, and sour flavors to enhance the chiles. 
Rajas
4 cups julienned poblano chiles
4 cups julienned red onions
2 cups cherry tomatoes, cut in half
Juice of 2 limes
½ cup chopped fresh cilantro, lightly packed

1. Dry sauté the chiles and onions in a large pot over medium-high heat, stirring occasionally, until they begin to brown.
2. Add the tomatoes, lime juice, and cilantro and cook, stirring constantly, for 20 seconds.
3. Serve hot over your favorite whole grains and starches such as rice, potatoes, or quinoa.  Also, add to your favorite dishes like salads, tacos and burrito bowls.



