
English teacher by day, hot sauce maker 
by night.

How many people can put that on 
their resumé? Ryan Looney can. He 
launched Mitten Made Pickling Company, a 
Wyandotte-based food business, in August 
2020, when he started selling his Sweet 
Heat hot sauce online and in select stores. 

He’d had pickles and hot sauce on the 
brain for a few years, ever since he was 
teaching at a high school that had a 
greenhouse. 

“The greenhouse wasn’t being used, and 
I thought it would be cool to have the kids 
grow something from the ground up and 
then take their produce to Eastern Market to 
learn the entrepreneurial side of things,” 
Looney said. 

Initially, his idea was to grow cucumbers 
that the students could pickle and sell. His 
plan was proceeding nicely—he got the 

greenhouse 
cleaned out and 
ready to use—but 
then he got a new 
job, and his new 
school didn’t have 
a greenhouse. Still, 
the idea of using 
local produce to 
make something 
delicious stuck.

He started 
playing around in the kitchen, and after 
some test batches that were failure after 
failure, he started getting better at it.

“I remember making my first batch of 
what turned out to be Sweet Heat and 
thinking, ‘Wow, I’m on to something 
here!’” he said.

Not long after that, he realized that the 
hot sauce market was, well, heating up. But 
unlike a lot of hot sauce makers, his goal 
wasn’t to max out Scoville units. 

“I took a page from microbreweries – 
they’re not just putting out standard beer, 
they’re making beer with interesting 
ingredients. It’s more about nuance and 
flavor than heat. I wanted to create a flavor 
bomb, not burn your mouth off.”

To that end, he chose pineapple and 
mango to balance out the peppers, onions, 

and vinegar, and he added 
some carrots for an 
underlying earthy 
sweetness. Although he 
sources as much of his 
produce as he can from 
Michigan farmers, some items 
can’t be grown locally. But his next flavors, 
Little Ghost and Big Ghost, are going to 
include Michigan peaches and McIntosh 
apples to balance out ghost peppers, with 
Little Ghost having a lower pepper-to-fruit 
ratio to make it milder and Big Ghost 
adding a bit more heat. As is the case with 
Sweet Heat, those sauces will also not have 
any added sugar, preservatives, or xanthan 
gum, and they’ll also be low-sodium and 
vegan. 

“I really try to consider the consumer’s 
health when I make my hot sauces,” Looney 
said. “If I wouldn’t eat it myself, then why 
would someone else?” 

He plans to continue focusing on quality 
produce, using fresh and not frozen 
ingredients and creating sauces that enhance 
food rather than drown it out. His website 
has recipes that feature Sweet Heat in crab 
cakes, bratwurst, and hamburgers, as well as 
whisky sours and Bloody Marys. He also 
suggests including Sweet Heat in refreshing 
summer cocktails like margaritas to give 
them an island flair. And how about putting 
Sweet Heat on grilled shrimp skewers? Or 
try drizzling mahi mahi tacos with Sweet 
Heat.

Along with teaching English and growing 
his hot sauce empire, Looney is also a 
musician. 

“I approach crafting 
my food exactly like 
crafting a song,” he 
said. “It’s like an art to 
me. And when it’s 
ready, I release it for 
the world to enjoy.”

You can find Sweet Heat in Trentwood 
Farms (Southgate, Woodhaven), Cattleman’s 
Meat and Produce (Center Line, Taylor), 
Fresh Farms Market (Grosse Pointe Farms), 
Plum Market (Bloomfield, West Bloomfield, 
Ann Arbor) and online at www.
mittenmadepicklingco.com.
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