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THE RESEARCH: WHY AND HOW 
 
My name is Claudio Dal Zovo. I'm an Italian keen on chile peppers. 
In my home town Verona I grow and study hundreds of Capsicum varieties. 
There are many chileheads here in Italy; we meet on the forum www.pepperfriends.com which I admin together with my 
wife Stefania. 
Our aim is  to bring together many serious keen on peppers and deepen our knowledge of Capsicum. 
 
After passing through all possible levels in our "crazy" passion (cultivating the hottest, most beautiful, rarest varieties) we 
fell in love with wild Capsicum. 
We have grown all species for which seeds are available in the seeds banks or through exchanges with pepper 
enthusiasts around the world:  
C.baccatum var baccatum, C.pratermissum, C.galapagoense, C.lanceolatum, C.ciliatum, C.eximium, C.cardenasii, 
C.chacoense, C.tovarii, C.flexuosum  ... 
 
The species of the South East Brazil were instead almost completely unknown, only names in the books on botany and 
articles in professional journals and few photos in black and white. 
I wished to know more; the only way was to go right to the source. 
So I started, together with another keen on wild Capsicum, our destination Brazil! Twice. 
 
We were there at the end of February 2011 (São Paulo) and early June 2011 (Rio de Janeiro); 13 full days of research on 
the field, almost 4000 km by car (hundreds of which on dirt roads), nearly 100 km walking. 
We saw with our eyes at least 8 different species of wild Capsicum as well as a large number of varieties of semi-wild 
species such as C.praetermissum and C.baccatum var baccatum. 
 
The first question that people ask us when we tell of our trips is "Why?". Why go on a journey so difficult  just to see in 
their habitat  wild plants of a botanical genus that even in Italy has such an infinite range of varieties? 
We were pushed by the thirst for knowledge; simply we could not resist the call of species still unknown and mysterious. 
We can make our own the words of the famous mountaineer G.Mallory who, when asked why he wanted to climb Everest 
(still unclimbed), said "Because it’s there!". 
This also applies to us; we wanted to search the Brazilian wild species “because they are there”. 
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For a long time we studied all texts and articles available about Brazilian Capsicum, starting  with Flora Brasiliensis 
written in Latin in the nineteen century; we also consulted the herbarium sheets of many Universities. 
We kept our documentation as a dream to realize. 

 
Finally, in winter 2010 we decided to start; we chose the period that seemed most favourable, the end of the Brazilian 
summer. 
 
The deep knowledge of the sites where wild Capsicum were found by botanists and an accurate planning of the path 
(how many nights on Google Maps!) made it possible to find in a few days such a great number of wild species in an area 
so wide. 
 
The beginning of the first trip was, as you can imagine, tormented by a thousand doubts; will we find something? Will it be 
the right season to see flowers and pods at every stage of maturation? 
  
Now we can say we were lucky and capable. 
Landed at São Paulo at 7:00 am, at 3:00 pm we were already in front of our first plant of C.villosum, full of flowers and 
pods; an incredible emotion which cleared at once all our doubts and gave us great confidence for the following days! 
 
The reason for the second trip is simple. 
 
The species that we most desired to see was the C.friburgense which grows near Nova Friburgo, a town hit by a 
devastating flood at the beginning of January 2011. 
At the time of our first trip the area was still in full emergency. 
Furthermore a trip to join all the interesting sites would have taken too many consecutive days. 
 
Initially we thought about repeating the experience in 2012, but later decided we couldn’t wait that long. 
The activation of a direct flight Roma-Rio from June, 1

st
 (for the occasion in a very advantageous offer)  was the straw 

that broke the camel’s back and pushed us to start immediately. 
 
After the experience of the first trip, we were sure that the period, late autumn, was still favorable; even an analogous trip 
described by Brazilian botanists ended in the last days of May (1999). 
 
This time too we were lucky and capable; we saw the C.friburgense, but we had to suffer a full day! 
 

 
  



THE RESEARCH: WHERE 
 
In the first trip we visited the area North-East of São Paulo: 
Salesopólis (C.villosum, C.schottianum), Caraguatatuba (C.schottianum, C.villosum), São Luis do Paraitinga 
(C.schottianum), Cunha/Paraty (C.cornutum), Lima Duarte (C.pereirae), Bertioga (C.schottianum, C.villosum). 
 
In the second trip we explored the area North of Rio de Janeiro: 
Nova Friburgo (C.friburgense), Castelo/Caxixe ( C.pereirae), Viçosa (C.parvifolium, now C.caatingae), Lima Duarte again 
(C.pereirae, C.mirabile C.sp6 LBB1559, C.schottianum), Teresópolis (C.buforum C.sp6 LBB1564). 
 
The typical habitat of the wild Capsicum is the  Mata atlantica, the forest which covers the mountains along the South-
East atlantic coast of Brazil (nothing to do with the Amazon). 
All the species live at quite high altitudes, from a minimum of 500 meters above sea level to a maximum of almost 2000 
meters. 
 

  
 

   
The plants prefer the transition zones between light and shadow; they grow mainly at the edges of roads and trails or at 
the limits of clearings. 
How many times did we read the phrase “beira de mata” (edge of the forest) to describe places where these species live! 
 
Here I’m engaged in studying and taking photos of the plant found and … surrounded by Capsicum … 
.  
 

   
 
  



The Mata atlantica is very rich in flora and fauna. 
 
The small colibrì … it’s so fast! It’s resting here, then in a flutter of wings it disappears. 
 

 
 

Here an example of its flight: http://www.pepperfriends.com/video/colibri.wmv 
 
Insects 
 
 
 

   
 

 
This colorful caterpillar is  chewing the leaves of one of the rarest Capsicum, but we didn’t  disturb it; maybe it’s even 
more rare … 
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Beautiful flowers 
 

  
 

  
 
  



SCIENTISTS WHO HELPED US: BIANCHETTI, BARBOZA, CASALI 
 
We were helped by three great scientists studying wild Capsicum. 
 
The Brazilian botanist prof. Luciano De Bem Bianchetti already in 2010 sent us photos and information. 
After the trips he gave us precious directions for the best interpretation of our results. 
 
The Brazilian agronomist prof. Vicente Wagner Dias Casali let us admire the C.parvifolium that he grows with great 
passion at the University where he directs the Institute of Plant Science; it was an unforgettable encounter with a great 
expert, present in all expeditions of Brazilian botanists over the past 25 years. 
 
The Argentinian botanist prof. Gloria Estela Barboza give us useful information, especially about C.parvifolium. 
  
Prof. Bianchetti and Barboza also contributed to our adventure with their scientific articles and expedition reports. 
 
We wish to thanks them sincerely. 
 
 
THE SPECIES 
 
The known wild species of South-East Brazil are at least 9, maybe 11, depending on classification criteria: 
C.schottianum, C.campylopodium, C.mirabile/C.buforum, C.villosum, C.cornutum/C.dusenii, C.recurvatum, C.friburgense, 
C.pereirae, C.hunzikerianum. 
For sure there are other species not yet discovered or classified. 
 
All the species have common features. 
Plants have pendulous habit with long flexible branches. 
Fruits are small and roundish (as large as a pea), pendulous, deciduous when ripe; they are quite hot when immature, 
whereas are less hot, sweet and juicy after ripening. 
The final color is yellow greenish, almost translucent. 
Seeds are black, very coriaceous. 
The genome consists of 26 chromosomes. 
 
In South and South-West Brazil lives C.flexuosum, transitional species with similar characteristics, but 24 chromosomes 
and red ripe fruits. 
 
In the North-East live C.parvifolium and two new species just described, C.caatingae and C.longidentatum, all with 24 
chromosomes and different features. 
 
 
  



C.VILLOSUM 
 
C.villosum is one of the species most recognizable among those we have found and is also one of the most widespread; 
its main feature is the marked hairiness. 
 

We will never forget our first plant of this species, our first Capsicum ever in the wild! 
At this exciting moment all our dreams have started to become a wonderful reality. 
 

In the first site visited we found large populations; we smiled at the thought that perhaps the C.villosum is among all the 
plants which we grew or saw the one with the largest number of specimens. 
 

  
 

  
 
 
 
 

 
 

  
  



C.SCHOTTIANUM 
 
The C.schottianum species is widespread, albeit with significant morphological differences from area to area. 
Variables in particular the shape of the leaves and the presence of red/purple spots on corolla. 
These plants are the larger Capsicum of SE Brazil; we found plants up to 4 meters tall! 
 

   
 

    



C.CORNUTUM 
 
C.cornutum is a typical case of still incomplete classification; nor is entirely clear whether or not it coincide with C.dusenii. 
 

Common feature of both species is the calix with 10 teeth (sometime 5 are smaller), like small horns. 
We found a strain with white corolla in the area near Cunha. 
 
The plant of C.cornutum on the dirt road between Cunha and Paraty gave us one of the most intense moments of the first 
trip. 
The single plant, growing exactly where we expected it, had a trunk big enough to let us think it could be the same 
specimen seen by Bianchetti, Casali, Hunziker and Pereira over 25 years ago. 
The unreal atmosphere created by particular weather and light conditions (fog and drizzle in the middle of the forest in 
late afternoon) and the uniqueness of the find created a “magic” moment; it seemed that the four great botanists were 
there together with us. 
 
 

  
 
 

  
  



C.PEREIRAE 
 
C.pereirae grows in two distinct areas very distant and different from each other, at Lima Duarte and further North, near 
Castelo. 
 
At Lima Duarte the plants live in an arid park, but in particular areas, humid caves with a special microclimate: 100% 
humidity and very low sunlight. 
The difference between the overall environment of the park and the microclimate at the caves is impressive. 
 

   
 
Here a couple of short video to give an idea of the forest in the “gruta umida”: 
http://www.pepperfriends.com/video/gruta.mov 
http://www.pepperfriends.com/video/gruta2.mov 
 
We visited the place in both trips; we found few pods at every stage of maturation, very few blossoms and few open 
flowers … wonderful! 
 

   
 

 
Unfortunately we have no our image of C.pereirae of Castelo. 
Despite many indications of possible sites in a rather large area (a network of dirt roads about 20 x 5 km wide) and a full 
day dedicated to the research, we didn’t find it! 
In recent decades, the entire area has undergone an intense expansion of agricultural activities: coffee plantations, 
greenhouses for drying, modern cultivation of vegetables. 
Considering that already more than a decade of years ago the species was formed by a few populations of a few 
specimens each, it is possible (and, unfortunately, probable) that it’s now virtually extinct in the wild. 
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C. FRIBURGENSE 
 
C.friburgense was by far the most desired of the all wild species we wanted to see. 
The corolla campanulate-urceolate entirely purple/lilac make it unique among all Capsicum. 
Yet there is no doubt that the species belongs to the genus Capsicum in its own right; the fruits are definitely hot and all 
the features of the plants are perfectly in line with those of other wild species of SE Brazil. 
 

The research engaged us a whole day! 
We knew sites along a single path at three different altitudes, but only at one of these (the last visited) we actually found 
plants ... and it was not easy! 
Like in a film script written for maximum suspense, the discovery took place step by step ... 
A fruit just set with a long pistil, then a bud of the right color, then a pod with dried petals and finally a corolla ... the 
unique, amazing flower. 
 

  
 

  
 
Without a doubt it was the most intense moment of the entire Brazilian adventure; after seeing the first flowers we were 
for 10 minutes completely lightheaded, overwhelmed with emotion! 
 

   
 
 

The species live in a very small area, less than 1000 square meters. 



C.PARVIFOLIUM (now C.CAATINGAE) 
 
We have long admired the spectacular C.parvifolium; its nodes with even more than 20 fruits are unbelievable. 
 

 
 
This species come from North-East Brazil. 
Prof. Casali grows two huge plants formed by an impressive array of stems, over 4 m tall and large; plants are 11 years 
old. 
 

    
 

 
Here an impressive video: 
http://www.pepperfriends.com/video/cparvifolium2.wmv  
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When we observed carefully the characteristics of the species, it soon became clear that it didn’t correspond to 
C.parvifolium described in Flora brasiliensis, especially in the absence of teeth in the calyx. 
 

 
 
The Argentinian botanist prof. G.E.Barboza resolved our doubts by sending us an article in press (now published). 
The plants grown by prof. Casali are not the true C.parvifolium, but a different species now classified as C.caatingae 
because it’s typical of the arid biome "caatinga". 
C.caatingae and C.parvifolium are similar, but the latter has toothed calyx, fewer flowers/fruits per node and dark seeds 
(while C.caatingae seeds are straw). 
 
The article also describes a third species from North-East Brazil similar to C.parvifolium, but with very long teeth and 
other features including the absence of heat: C.longidentatum. 
 
All three species have 24 chromosomes. 
 
We noticed a feature of C.caatingae yet not highlighted in literature, the clear annular constriction. 
  



C.MIRABILE 
 
The classification of C.buforum and C.mirabile is uncertain and it’s not yet clear if they are the same species or not. 
 
In our opinion the most likely hypothesis is that the accession LBB1559 collected in the area of Lima Duarte matches 
C.mirabile while C.buforum may be identified with the accession LBB1564 collected in the area of Teresópolis. 
  
The accession C.sp6 LBB1559 we found in Lima Duarte, along the road to the park where C.pereirae grows, is very 
similar to C.villosum, but glabrous and with teeth not always evident. 
 
The research of this species is one of the reasons why we returned to Lima Duarte (we also wanted to find new 
C.pereirae flowers in the park). 
 
 

   
 

  
 

 
  



C.BUFORUM 
 
The research of the accession C.sp6 LBB1564 in a Park near Teresópolis was the worthy conclusion of our adventure; it 
took almost 5 hours of walking along a steep track to reach the area (at an altitude of about 1800 m) where this species 
lives, but it was worth it! 
 
Leaves ovate, purplish buds, calyx corrugated, fleshy teeth, corolla slightly campanulate, great presence of anthocyanins 
in the nodes are the main features that make this species similar to C.buforum described in literature. 
 

  
 

  
 
We found plants of all sizes, from small mudas (seedlings) to huge plants with long creeping stems many meters long  
and suckers up to 4 meters tall. 
 
After this discovery we were satisfied and we could enjoy the last evening in Brazil lazily strolling along the beach near 
Rio airport … 
 
That’s all … for now!. 
 
 
Claudio, “Capsicum hunter” 
 
For more info, join us at www.pepperfriends.com 
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