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icrobrewed beer and 
artisanal mayonnaise 
may have gotten all the 
hype in recent years, 
but hot sauce is the 

original craft food. Though it started 
as a regional delight, with only hard-
core chili heads having tasted more 
than a couple of varieties, the spicy 
condiment’s cult following has grown 
so immensely that it’s become a 

Tabasco, a kitchen and restaurant staple since the 1860s, 
has some stiff competition these days. Join us as we prepare for 

barbecue season by searching for the perfect sauce.

By Jennifer Peters

HOT STUFF

care what it tastes like.”
For those who believe that hotter 

is better, there are two ways to 
maximize the burn: with a superhot 
pepper or with pepper extract. 
Almost any pepper can bring the pain 
if it’s not tempered, but peppers like 
the scorpion and ghost chilies are 
technically the hottest, each packing 
more than a million Scoville units of 
heat. When cooled with sweeteners 
like applesauce or tomatoes, they’re 
easily palatable, but when allowed to 
exert their full power, they can bring 
tears to your eyes. And then there 
are the extracts. A pepper’s heat 
comes from capsaicin, which is in the 
placenta that holds the seeds, and 
when extracted and concentrated, 
it can have anywhere from 2 to 16 
million Scoville units of heat. It’s a 
main ingredient in pepper spray—the 
kind carried for self-defense—and 
it wasn’t used to spice up hot sauce 
until 1992. Sauces that utilize extracts 
for added heat really make you sweat, 
and they have the potential to blow 
out your taste buds and knock you on 
your ass. The original ass-kicker may 
just be Dave’s Insanity Hot Sauce, 
billed as the hottest hot sauce in the 
universe. It was once banned from 
the National Fiery Food Show in New 
Mexico for being too hot.

What’s the appeal of a condiment 
that can make you pass out? These 

mainstream culinary favorite.
Jennifer Trainer Thompson, 

pepper aficionado and author of 
Hot Sauce! Techniques for Making 
Signature Hot Sauces, estimates that 
the industry rakes in $500 million 
each year, and she sees that number 
rising. “When the economy crashed 
around 2008, people weren’t buying 
things,” Thompson says. “You 
wouldn’t buy a new house or a new 
car. But studies show that sales of 
small items, like hot sauce or lipstick, 
went up. It’s a quick, inexpensive 
pleasure, and I think that food that 
makes you laugh is worth a lot.”

And there are a lot of laughs to 
be had when it comes to hot sauce. 
There have always been brands 
that have put as much emphasis 
on stimulating the funny bone 
as the taste buds—such as Tom’s 
Roid-Rippin’ Hot Sauce, Capital 
Punishment, Hellfire & Damnation, 
Ass Blaster, and I Am on Fire Ready  
to Die—but they don’t skimp on the 
heat or flavor.

When it comes to which is more 
important, heat or flavor, the field is 
split. As Steve Seabury, organizer of 
the NYC Hot Sauce Expo and owner 
of High River Sauces, says, “There are 
two people in the world who want hot 
sauce: people who like the complex 
flavors, and people who want their 
faces ripped off by the heat and don’t P
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enhanced hot sauces provide an even 
stronger sense of euphoria. “When 
you eat a chili pepper or hot sauce, 
your tongue sends this signal to your 
brain that you’re on fire, and you 
release endorphins to compensate 
for that,” Thompson explains. 
“It’s the same as a runner’s high. 
People stick with it once they start 
experimenting.”

If insane heat isn’t your thing, 
there are thousands of hot sauces 
available—from the ubiquitous 
grocery-store varieties to small-
batch specialty sauces—that 
perfectly combine heat and flavor. 
You’re likely already familiar with 
Tabasco, one of the oldest and 
most well-known condiments 
in the country; while Tabasco 
delivers the heat, it’s fairly one-
note in terms of flavor. For more 
complexity, Louisiana-style sauces 
like Cholula—a staple of Mexican 
restaurants—offer a similar heat while 
upping the ante by adding more 
of the peppery taste. Meanwhile, 
sriracha is an Asian take on the 
classic pepper-and-vinegar sauce, 
incorporating a little more tang.

These sauces serve their purpose, 
and you can’t go wrong keeping any 
or all of them on hand, but to really 
get the most out of the chili pepper, 
you need to sample, then sample 
some more—and keep on sampling. 
“I don’t think there’s such a thing as 
a uni-tasker hot sauce,” says chef 
Derrick Prince, one of the judges of 
the NYC Hot Sauce Expo’s Screaming 
Mi Mi Awards. “If you’re just looking 
for pure heat and no flavor, sure, but 
no sauce is going to taste as good on 

your pho as it does on your pizza.”
“There should be some balance so 

the sauce doesn’t take over whatever 
you’re putting it on,” explains 
chef Chris Santos, who recently 
released his own spicy condiment, 
Rattler Barbeque Sauce. “It should 
complement whatever you’re putting 
it on, and it should elevate it. Some 
hot sauces are just so brutally hot 
without anything else going on and 
they take over the dish. There’s an 
art to pairing food with hot sauce, 
and I can’t say I’m an expert at that, 
but one of the things that makes me 
insane is that restaurants will offer 
you 12 different beers on tap and 8 
in a bottle and 30 different kinds of 
tequila and all these different kinds 
of wine, but they’ll only have one hot 
sauce available.”

A good rule of thumb is to pair 
lighter, fruit-based sauces with fish 
or chicken, while smoky sauces, like 
chipotle or anything with grilled 
peppers, go best with a hearty steak 
or a greasy burger. But there are 
more than two styles of hot sauce. 
We tested dozens, from tangy Asian 
pastes and sweet Caribbean sauces 
to smoky chipotle and spicy green 
chili sauces, and many more, and 
picked these favorites:

ROCKY’S HOT SAUCE
While Rocky’s bottles may look 
like a novelty, they’re the real 
deal. The lime and garlic sauces 
are perfectly balanced, and the 
additional ingredients add to the 
complex flavors of the sauce without 
distracting from the heat. This is an 
ideal complement to tacos.

NW ELIXIRS’ #2 VERDE 
HOTT
Green sauces don’t always pack the 
same punch as their red-pepper 
counterparts, but the fresh taste of 
this more than makes up for the mild 
heat. Tomatillos and cilantro keep 
the flavor crisp, while the serrano 
and poblano peppers ensure you’re 
getting more than a vinegary pesto. 
It’s the perfect way to spice up fish.

SECRET AARDVARK’S 
HABANERO
It’s easy to underestimate this thin, 
vinegar-based habanero sauce, but 
the roasted-tomato flavor makes it 
more substantial, and its heat and 
sweet are nicely balanced. A splash 
on your spaghetti and meatballs 
will give an otherwise ordinary meal 
some kick. 

REDHEAD
Most hot sauces are great condi-
ments, but this thick sauce is best 
utilized as a dip or marinade. Sweet-
ened with peaches and honey, it’s 
great slathered on grilled chicken, 
but it’s even better fresh out of the jar 
with some salty chips. 

TAPATÍO
A West Coast grocery-store staple, 
Tapatío—like East Coast favorite 
Cholula—is a vinegar-based prod uct 
that, while not the perfect accom-
paniment to every dish, comes as 
close as any sauce can get. Whether 
used on grilled fish or fresh mango, 
it’s a must-have. 

HIGH RIVER SAUCES’ 
HELLACIOUS
This smoky habanero sauce is good 
enough to eat straight out of the 
bottle—not that we know that from 
experience. The heat takes a moment 
to build, giving you time to savor 
the slightly smoky taste before the 
delicious burn hits. It’s great on a 
juicy burger or grilled steak. 


