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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





INTRODUCTION


Cacao, or Theobroma cacao (Greek for ‘food of the gods’), is the source of original, natural chocolate. Cacao as an ingredient comes from the seeds of the fruit of the cacao tree and has been revered by the indigenous peoples of South America, or Mesoamerica (which includes Mexico, Central America and South America) as far back as 1600 BC.


Before cacao was cultivated as a crop, it was used in rituals including religious ceremonies, births, marriages and funerals, and as a medicine. As it became a type of currency, cacao began to be cultivated, especially by the Mayans around 600 AD.


Columbus was the first European to come across cacao in 1502, and a couple of decades after this initial discovery, Cortez then recorded the use of cacao in the court of Emperor Montezuma.


It would be 1657 before the first hot chocolate shop was opened in London, and in the US Baker’s Chocolate was founded in 1780, producers of the type of chocolate we are familiar with in the modern day.


There are three main varieties of cocoa bean used in the production of chocolate or cacao products.


Forastero


This high-yield variety of the cacao tree represents the majority of the world’s total cocoa production. Forastero means ‘stranger’ or ‘outsider’ in Spanish. It is found in Ghana, Nigeria, Ivory Coast, New Guinea, Brazil, Central America, Sri Lanka, Malaysia and Indonesia.


Criollo


This is a higher quality and less-bitter cocoa bean than forastero – and so tends to be used to make higher quality chocolate. This explains why single-origin chocolate produced from criollo beans is so sought-after (and expensive), especially as it is also quite rare. It is found in Venezuela, Mexico, Nicaragua, Guatemala, Colombia, Samoan Islands, Sri Lanka and Madagascar.


Trinitario


Forastero beans were cross-fertilized with criollo beans in Trinidad after the hurricane of 1727 destroyed the plantations. These are therefore found mainly in the Caribbean but also in Venezuela and Colombia.





The large rugby-ball like pods that grow on cacao trees are harvested and cracked open to release the cacao beans. The beans are covered with banana leaves and placed in a type of wooden bin or pit in the ground to ferment – this begins the transformation of the beans from their extremely bitter natural state into the main ingredient for chocolate. After fermentation, the beans are then dried in the sun before being transported to the manufacturer for processing.
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Theobroma Cacao.





Cacao versus cocoa


Cacao and cocoa both come from the cocoa bean, the difference is in the amount of processing. Cacao is made by cold-pressing unroasted cacao beans, whereas cocoa is raw cacao that has been roasted at high temperatures; it is then usually sweetened with sugar. Cocoa still has many of the nutrients that cacao has, just in smaller quantities due to the heat in the processing.


The different types of cacao


Once cacao beans are dried, they are then cold-pressed to remove the cacao butter, the fatty part of the fruit found in the inner part of the lining of the bean. The beans are then either ground to create raw cacao powder or crushed to create the nibs. Solid cacao is a combination of the raw cacao powder and cacao butter:





•   Cacao powder has a bitter chocolaty taste.


•   Cacao nibs are similar to chocolate chips but are more bitter and ‘savoury’ in taste.


•   Solid (100%) cacao chocolate is an extremely dark, quite bitter chocolate with no sugar added, made by combining raw cacao powder and cacao butter.


•   Cacao butter is white in colour and is buttery and chocolaty in texture – it has an incredible aroma of chocolate. It’s used to make chocolate and natural beauty products.
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Cacao pods from Madagascar.








CACAO TRADITIONS: FOOD OF THE GODS


Cacao was part of the Mayan creation myth, Popol Vuh. It was one of the ingredients, along with corn, used by the gods to make the first humans, made by the gods so that they would be worshipped by them. To the Mayans, therefore, cacao was in the essence of humanity, and so it became a ceremonial elixir. Due to its aphrodisiac qualities (it contains Tryptophan, a building block of serotonin, and phenylethylamine, a part of amphetamine, which are both associated with good mood and feelings of falling in love), Maya couples would drink cacao at engagement and marriage ceremonies.


Archaeological vessels found in tombs from the Mesoamerican period also found cacao cooked with turkey and fish, suggesting that cacao was originally considered to be a savoury rather than sweet ingredient, which makes sense when you taste raw cacao. It was the Spanish who began to serve cacao as a hot and sweet drink, and in the 1700s, when hot cacao hit London, cacao houses popped up just as artisan coffee shops are in abundance today.


Aztec mythology


In Aztec mythology, the god named Quetzalcoatl brought down the cacao tree from heaven to earth. This is why the drink made from dried and fermented cacao beans was thought to bring wisdom.


The Aztecs drank cacao cold, made with corn, chilli and vanilla. Achiote, another spice, was used to give the cacao drink a red colour.
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A depiction of the Aztec god Xiuhtecuhtli from The Codex Fejérváry-Mayer, 15th century.








THE CACAO CEREMONY


According to Rebekah Shaman, who gives shamanic guidance and offers ceremonial events including cacao ceremonies, cacao is also a powerful plant medicine that has been used in ceremonies for millennia across Central and South America, especially by the Mayan people, who believed that cacao was discovered by the gods. The word ‘cacao’ itself originates from the Maya words kak’au and chokola’j, which combine to mean ‘to drink chocolate together’.


‘Cacao has many amazing, life-affirming qualities that support health and psychological well-being. She is a powerful Plant Medicine that helps us to release emotional blockages that no longer serve us, find forgiveness in ourselves and others, and shows us the way forward if we are stuck, or afraid of making necessary life changes. It also enables us to access stuck emotions, conditionings, patterns of behaviour and addictions that are buried deep in the unconscious.’


– Rebekah Shaman


The cacao ceremony, now becoming more popular across the world, is thought to create a euphoric state in which the release of negative energy, connection with heart energy and personal or spiritual transformation may take place. Ceremonies will vary in their approach, depending on the shaman conducting the ceremony. They usually take place in a circle with prayer, sharing intention and the cacao is served as a drink. Ceremonial grade cacao is used and it is often mixed with water, chilli and honey or other herbs.
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THE HEALTH BENEFITS OF CACAO


It’s official. Chocolate is good for us. Or rather, raw, cold-processed cacao is particularly good for us. Cacao powder, or nibs, are healthier than cocoa powder as all the natural nutrients of the cacao bean are retained, so it has naturally high levels of flavanols, fibre and protein. Cacao is also said to be one of the highest sources of antioxidants of all foods. Raw cacao contains a number of beneficial minerals and chemicals that are good for our health, from helping to balance blood sugar, to maintaining heart health, brain health and healthy weight loss.


ANTIOXIDANTS


Raw cacao contains over 40 times the antioxidants of blueberries. Antioxidants absorb the free radicals that we are exposed to from pollution and toxins in our environment, causing cell and tissue damage and often leading to diseases such as cancer.


IRON


Cacao is the highest plant-based source of iron with 7.3mg per 100g (in comparison spinach has 3.6mg per 100g). As is the case with all plant-based iron, it is best combined with vitamin C to aid absorption into the body.


MAGNESIUM


Cacao is also a plant-based source of magnesium, which is needed for optimum muscle and nerve function.


CALCIUM


Although it’s unlikely that you would consume 100g raw cacao instead of drinking 100ml cow’s milk, it is worth noting that cacao contains 160mg calcium per 100g compared to 125mg per 100ml milk.


MOOD BOOSTER


Cacao is a source of both serotonin and tryptophan, two of the key ‘good mood’ chemicals. It also triggers the release of dopamine and endorphins, thanks to phenylethylamine and anandamide, also known as the ‘bliss molecule’. These chemicals help to relieve emotional stress and produce a natural sense of pleasure.


FIBRE AND MUFA


Cacao is also a good source of fibre and monounsaturated fats or MUFAs, the healthy fats that keep you fuller for longer and help to lower cholesterol and reduce the risk of heart disease and stroke.





IF YOU ARE SENSITIVE TO CAFFEINE


Cacao beans contain theobromine, which is a nervous system stimulant that has a similar effect to caffeine; it’s the ingredient that makes chocolate unsafe for dogs. If you are sensitive to caffeine then you will want to be careful how much, if any, cacao you consume.
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