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by Kevin Dahl

Recently, I’ve made sure my evening dog walks take me past
two particular yards where I can check the progress of two
special plants. I’m pretty sure the homeowners have not
realized what is growing by
their sidewalks. One plant is
tucked underneath a
struggling citrus tree; the
other is at the base of a palm
tree surrounded by flowers.
As the small white flowers on
the plants morphed into pea-
sized green fruits, which are
now turning red, I
recognized both as wild
chiles, unbidden and planted
inadvertently, I suppose, 
by birds.

The plants look just like
ones I’ve seen in the wild
near the Arizona-Mexico
border at Pedestal Rock
Canyon in the Tumacacori
Mountains, about 50 miles
south of Tucson. Tumacacori
is derived from a Native
American name for “place
where wild chiles are
gathered.” Here grows the
wild chile, widely known in
the bi-national Sonoran
Desert by its Mexican name,
chiltepin, and treasured for its
heat and distinctive taste.
Found as far south as Peru,
chiltepines in the wild reach
their northern limit at
Pedestal Rock Canyon.

Recognizing this unique resource, the U.S. Forest
Service established the Wild Chile Botanical Area in 1999. It
spans 2,500 acres and includes as many as 700-1200 wild
chile plants any given year. The wild chiles are usually found
growing beside larger trees and thorny shrubs. Under the
protective canopy of these “nurse plants,” chiltepines find
shelter from winter freezes, summer desiccation and
damaging solar radiation. 

The continuing study of wild chile ecology in this
botanical area has helped scientists answer the important
question of why chiles taste so hot. Chiles, say the experts,

are hot basically because they
are “for the birds.”

With their bright red
color and presentation above
the plant’s leaves, wild chile
fruits catch the attention of
birds in search of a nutritious
meal. Mockingbirds, thrash-
ers, cardinals, pyrrhuloxias
and house finches harvest
the ripe red chiles and
benefit (as do humans) from
the chile’s rich supply of
vitamins A, C and ribo-
flavin, as well as protein and
fiber. By eating the chile
fruit, birds help the next
generation of chiles get
started. The seeds go
through their short intestinal
tracts and are lightly scarified
(etched) by digestive acids.
Then, when the birds
eliminate, the seeds are
deposited (with some water
and fertilizer) where they
most like to grow:
underneath nurse plants.
Both chiles and birds benefit
from this harvesting and
planting arrangement.

Birds are not bothered
by the chile’s heat; other
animals are not so lucky.

Although not toxic, chiles pack a loud warning to rodents,
whose longer digestive system would likely destroy the seeds.
This hot encounter convinces almost all mammals not to eat
chiles, leaving more for the birds—and for people.

Chiltepines are called the mother of all chiles, not for
their heat, but because they are the closest living relative of
the earliest form of domesticated chiles. Thousands of years
ago, indigenous people started growing wild chiles in their
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