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Introduction


Hot cocoa bombs are all the rage, for good reason. Someone invented a new way to enjoy chocolate, which is cause for major celebration in my book. But can hot chocolate really be that new? Can it really be surprising and intriguing, imaginative and beguiling, magical and utterly delicious? Yes, yes it can. I’m here to help you create luscious, fantastical, beautiful, elegant, and chocolatey cocoa bombs your friends will clamor for, your children will delight in, and anyone lucky enough to receive one will think you are a master chocolatier (because you will be!).


Hot chocolate bombs, sometimes also called hot cocoa truffles or bonbons, are hollow chocolate spheres filled with dry hot cocoa mix. You place the whole cocoa bomb in a mug. When you pour hot milk (or another hot liquid) over the thin, hollow chocolate, the heat melts the chocolate “bomb” and anything inside the sphere “explodes” out of the chocolate shell into the liquid. Most bombs have hot cocoa mix, and then some combination of marshmallows, sprinkles, and all manner of other edible additions that you stir into the milk as well. Adding truffles or ganache as filling instead of a dry mix is another way to create different flavors and textures. Stir well, and you’ve got one extra-special cup of cocoa. Different, indeed.


Since round-shaped treats abound (cake pops, anyone?) and hollow chocolates (think chocolate Easter bunny!) filled with candy, cream, or treats are also popular around holidays, it’s no surprise that someone may encounter a chocolate bomb and not realize what it is. A round, hollow chocolate . . . great. Oh, it makes a rattling noise when you pick it up! How fun. My friend made this mistake when she was gifted two beautifully-decorated hot cocoa bombs without instructions. She bit into the chocolate ball, and was unpleasantly surprised by a cloud of cocoa powder, which is a messy but understandable mistake. Luckily she was able to enjoy the second cocoa bomb the proper way!


Making a hollow chocolate sphere may seem difficult at first, but the process is quite simple once you’ve done it a few times and have a few tools at hand. A half-sphere mold is probably the only new thing you’ll need to buy to get started. Of course, there are other options we’ll discuss later, but silicone half-sphere molds are fantastic for beginners. Their flexibility allows you to easily pop the chocolate sphere halves out. Hot cocoa bombs are made in two pieces and “glued” together to create the full shape, either by melting the edges or by painting extra chocolate around the two halves and letting them set.


This two-half-sphere technique also allows you to add fillings, which might include sprinkles, edible glitter, golden edible pearls, or simply cocoa mix and marshmallows. Search the internet for sprinkles and you’ll see an entire world has evolved from what used to be two choices: rainbow or chocolate. Now you’ll find a dazzling array of metallic dragées, edible glitters, sugar shapes of all kinds and sprinkle mixes with names that sound like song titles or nail polish colors. There is also a whole new world of marshmallows to choose from. Regular mini marshmallows will work just fine and create a classic hot cocoa experience. But tiny dehydrated marshmallows like the ones that come in a standard package of hot cocoa mix are a fun addition, especially for mini bombs, and they allow more room for extras. Dehydrated mini marshmallows can be ordered online or found in the candy-making section of a craft store. There are also flavored, filled, and shaped marshmallows galore! Be sure to plan ahead as you’ll probably want to special-order a few items for really unique fillings.


Once the two halves of the sphere are filled and attached, it’s time to decorate! This might be the most exciting part. A packet of hot cocoa mix can probably be found in every home. However, a large, shiny, stunning globe of chocolate elevates humble cocoa mix to coveted-gift status. Much like cake pops, the exterior of chocolate bombs can be transformed into an endless number of circle-shaped themes: colored, painted, coated, drizzled, glittered, and bedazzled.


I’ve taken inspiration from everywhere to create a collection of unusual, unique, and surprising hot cocoa bombs. Not only have I included some of my local foodie friends and their expertise, I’ve traveled the world (flavor-wise) to create flavor combinations that would hopefully make Zumbo (one of Australia’s top pastry/chocolate/sugar-chefs, known for his mind-bending creations) proud. From pop culture to Paris, from Mexico’s hot chiles to Spain’s churros, and from sugar-sweet-magical-unicorns to a divine chocolate-lover’s bomb, I’m sure you’ll find a new favorite or a few here. I’ve also included plenty of inspiration for you to create your own unique hot cocoa bombs. The ideas are absolutely endless, and I can’t wait to see what you create, so don’t forget to share (@bynataliewise on Instagram and #nataliewise on all social media platforms)!


Lastly, one little question: Is it a hot chocolate bomb or a hot cocoa bomb? The terms here are interchangeable, since the bomb is made out of chocolate, and has hot cocoa powder/mix inside it. Generally the distinction is negligible and likely to be related to what region you live in or what you grew up saying. However, there is a culinary distinction in that hot cocoa is made with cocoa powder and generally comes in a dry form that is mixed with hot milk or water. Hot chocolate, however, is more of a “drinking chocolate” that is made from pure chocolate melted into the milk or water. So whichever you prefer, carry on, because chocolate and cocoa are a match made in heaven. Let’s make some!
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Getting Started


TOOLS


While making cocoa bombs is quite simple, the technique might seem a bit daunting at first, especially if you’ve never used chocolate molds. Don’t worry! There are essentially two ways to make cocoa bombs: the simple way, with silicone molds and candy melts, or the expert way, with polycarbonate molds and tempered chocolate. Of course, you can use candy melts in polycarbonate molds and tempered chocolate in silicone molds. I just want to assure you, you can do this. You don’t need to invest in expensive polycarbonate molds or have already mastered chocolatiering techniques to make beautiful cocoa bombs. Start simple, and learn as you go. Here are some of the basic tools you might want.


Molds


The two main choices for half-sphere chocolate molds are silicone or polycarbonate. The biggest difference is that silicone is 100 percent flexible and polycarbonate has zero flexibility. Polycarbonate has been the choice of professional chocolate makers for decades as the sturdiness creates a perfect shape over and over and the molds last for years. There’s no need to put them on baking sheets or risk spilling the entire mold. Polycarbonate molds are less forgiving, though; if your chocolate is not properly tempered it will not come out of the mold. Candy melts are one way around this problem, as they don’t need to be tempered and will come out of polycarbonate molds. It is much easier to create a perfect sphere with straight edges that line up beautifully when using a polycarbonate mold. On the other hand, silicone is perfect for beginners due to its flexibility that allows even imperfect chocolate half spheres to be unmolded. They do need to be stabilized on cookie sheets, as once they are full of chocolate they can be tricky things to maneuver from counter to refrigerator.


There is a price difference as well; silicone molds are much less expensive than polycarbonate. Polycarbonate molds are professional quality and made to last for decades, which is reflected in the price. Start with silicone to see how much you enjoy making these, or go straight for professional molds with full confidence. There is no wrong choice, and both will make beautiful bombs.


The standard size used in this book is a 2.5-inch-diameter mold as well as a smaller 2-inch-diameter mold. Other size/shape molds are used occasionally. A larger 3-inch mold can be enticing, because it offers more room for fillings and looks rather impressive. However, the problem is actually practical: most mugs have a 3-inch diameter and the cocoa bomb will not fit inside them! Keep this in mind.


Any 3-D shape that isn’t too intricate and has two halves that are easily matched should work in theory, so feel free to experiment. If the 3-D shape is too deep, or doesn’t make sense with two similar halves, try using the technique applied to the gingerbread men on page 81. Simply filling the mold halfway with chocolate and pressing the cocoa mix and marshmallows into the back of it might be an option, so take a look at those instructions.


If you don’t want to purchase any molds right away, no worries! You can use smooth-interior apple-sauce, fruit or pudding containers, yogurt cups, egg-shaped candy containers, or small paper cups. Get creative . . . the worst that could happen is it won’t look pretty, but it will still be chocolate!


Never put any kind of chocolate mold in the dishwasher, even if they say they’re dishwasher-safe. The high heat may cause warping, powdered dishwasher detergents are abrasive, and hard-water buildup can leave your molds (and cocoa bombs!) cloudy. Make sure to hand-wash both silicone and polycarbonate molds with a soft, non-scratch sponge, as a rough sponge could put small scratches on the surface. You might not notice them at first, but slowly your chocolate will become less and less glossy as it finds its way into the minute scratches.


One other note: It’s best to reserve some molds for milk and dark chocolate, and some for white. You might also wish to have a set for colored chocolate. Label them with a permanent marker (silicone) or masking tape (polycarbonate). No matter how well you wash them, it seems stray bits of dark chocolate will find their way onto your beautiful white chocolate shells. Keeping the two separate is best for beautiful bombs.
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Thermometer


If you plan to try tempering chocolate at all, you’ll want a thermometer. A good old-fashioned candy or deep frying thermometer will work, as will a probe thermometer (usually for meat), or any kitchen thermometer. Don’t go to your medicine cabinet though; keep this one strictly for kitchen use! There are a few other types of thermometers that work especially well for tempering chocolate, too. Candy melts do not require a thermometer, so if you’re simply using candy melts you won’t need to add a thermometer to your list.


Candy Thermometer: These are usually a thick glass tube with a clip to attach to the side of the pan as you watch sugar mixtures boil during candymaking. If you don’t have one, certainly your mom, grandma, or neighbor has one. This type of thermometer will work; you’ll just need to make sure you work in a batch of chocolate large enough for the thermometer to accurately catch even small adjustments in temperature— at least one pound of chocolate. Since most of these are a liquid-in-glass style, it is harder to be totally accurate, which is of the utmost importance in chocolate tempering.
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Meat/Probe Thermometer: If you grill a lot, I bet you have one of these handy gadgets in your kitchen, usually with a large round dial or a digital display. This will be much easier to work with because the probe is thinner, allowing you to temper a smaller batch of chocolate, and if it is digital, you’ll get much more accurate readings. However, the probe can be very short, designed only to go into the depth of a steak, so look for one with a longer, grill-style probe that won’t touch the mixture or cause your hand to be too close to hot mixtures.


Infrared Digital Thermometer: These touchless wonders are well-known in the medical world, but they also make them for the food industry. Press a button and point it at something and a tiny bit of thermal radiation is emitted to instantly take a temperature. This certainly cuts down on the mess, but it can be less accurate and also requires you to stop stirring entirely to take a temperature reading, which may result in scorching.


Candy-Making Spatula Thermometer: Candy-making spatula thermometers are just what they sound like: spatulas designed for candy-making that have an internal thermometer. The best part is, you can pull the handle out to convert this into a probe thermometer for smaller jobs. These are my favorite because they give you options, and let you take the temperature as you’re moving the chocolate.


Double-Boilers, Spatulas, Bowls, and More


The right tools can make the difference between bakery-quality hot cocoa bombs and Pinterest-fail hot cocoa bombs.


A double-boiler is perfect for tempering chocolate without worrying about getting it too hot or scorching in the microwave. A double-boiler probably sounds like something grandma used and you scratch your head to think if you might have one in that above-the-refrigerator cabinet. A double-boiler is a two-piece set that usually looks like two pans, but one will have a rounded bottom, and it sits inside the second pan. Doubler boilers are made to heat things gently, that is, you aren’t actually boiling the liquid in the top piece, but only heating it by boiling the water in the pan below. This is exactly what you’ll need for tempering chocolate. But it doesn’t actually need to be a true double-boiler. Trust me, I understand not wanting to add another large gadget to your cabinets. You can easily create one by using a metal or heat-proof glass bowl that fits inside a pot that holds at least 2 inches of water that the bowl doesn’t touch. Test this by filling the pot with 2 inches of water and setting the empty bowl on top. Remove the bowl. Is the bottom wet? If so, try a different pot and bowl combination. If not, voila, you’ve got yourself a double-boiler!


If you’re just using candy melts, or are using a microwave method of tempering your chocolate, you’ll need a plastic, microwave-safe bowl. You might not think the bowl you’re using matters, but I’ve made hundreds and hundreds of cocoa bombs, so trust me: it does. Not all plastic bowls are microwave-safe, so be sure to use one labeled as such. The reason? Glass and ceramic bowls are great at holding heat, but you do not want that when melting chocolate or candy melts, because overheating it ruins the entire batch. The residual heat from a glass or ceramic bowl can cause that overheating.


I recommend silicone spatulas for stirring and melting your chocolate, as they allow you to thoroughly mix all the chocolate from the bottom and sides to prevent scorching. A spoon or other metal implement is likely to miss parts of the chocolate, resulting in uneven melting. Don’t use a whisk for the chocolate as it will incorporate too much air.
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To make sure each cocoa bomb shell contains the same amount of chocolate and thereby ensuring they taste exactly the same each time, I like to use a cupcake batter scoop for filling the molds. This is the kind with a spring-loaded handle that easily drops the entire amount of batter or filling into the mold. The small-size scoop I use holds approximately one tablespoon. Using the scoop is also much less messy than pouring or spooning, which results in lots of stray chocolate that, when you’re releasing the spheres, can break the edges they are attached to. This also makes sure you have enough chocolate to fill all the molds and won’t end up with an odd number of shells because one was overfilled.


If you’re using polycarbonate molds, you’ll also want a metal scraper or bench scraper to smooth the edges perfectly and clean the mold edges. Metal works best here for a perfectly sharp edge. Don’t worry, if you use it on an angle you won’t scrape your molds. If you don’t have a pastry bench scraper, you might have a metal scraper used to corral chopped veggies.


You’ll need a wide, shallow pan to heat on the stove to melt the edges of your cocoa bombs to stick them together. You can also use a ¼ sheet pan placed over the burner for more working room, but be sure to be very careful as the sheet pan will be hot all around and obviously does not have a handle. You only need very, very low heat to melt the chocolate shells, so don’t overheat your pan or the chocolate that is already melted will burn. You can also try microwaving an empty plate (be sure to wear oven mitts when removing it from the microwave and set it on a heat-proof surface) and using that as the hot surface to melt the edges. The microwaved-plate method is much safer if you have teens or kids helping, but still be very careful with this part! If you prefer not to have heat involved at all, you can use melted chocolate and your small brush to brush the warm chocolate on each edge and push them together. This may result in a slightly messier look, but that is easily solved by rolling the edges in sprinkles.


When decorating, I like to use a silicone mat to hold my shells stable while I work. This is much less slippery than waxed or parchment paper, won’t leave an indent like a cooling rack might, and is not too deep like a muffin tin would be. The texture is perfect for gripping the shells slightly, keeping all extra sprinkles and powders contained, and easily lifting off with no damage to the chocolate. However, if you don’t have one, I recommend turning your silicone molds upside down and placing the shells between the cups, raised on top of them. You’ll be able to achieve a similar result.


Piping bags or small zipper food-storage bags will be very helpful in decorating. I like to use 12-inch piping bags, as they are sturdier than food-storage bags and therefore produce a straighter line, but you might not have these handy. Most decorating in this book doesn’t require any piping tips; simply snip a corner of whichever bag you’re using.


A timer is great to have to remind you that your shells are in the refrigerator or freezer! Leaving them in there too long can cause condensation damage.


If you find fingerprints all over your chocolates, you might want to grab a pair of cotton chocolate-work gloves. These are specifically made for handling dry, finished chocolates without adding fingerprints.


If you find your molds have a cloudy build-up, it’s likely from the cocoa butter or oil in the chocolate or candy melts. A small spray bottle with undiluted vodka in it (yes, I know! vodka!) and a small cotton pad or cloth can be used to remove this and is food-safe, so do it right before you use the molds, letting it air-dry, for perfectly shiny chocolate.


INGREDIENTS


Food Coloring


Food coloring is tricky when it comes to chocolate treats and beverages, as there are different uses for different kinds of food colorings. Everyone probably has a little box set of the primary colors of liquid food coloring; a few of you might be able to scrounge up some gel colors if you dig in the baking drawer. The problem with both of those types of food colorings is that they contain water, and water and chocolate do not mix. Nor do water and dry mixes inside the cocoa bombs! You may want to invest in a few other types of food coloring if you decide you really enjoy making cocoa bombs. Most of these can be found in the cake- and candy-making aisle of your local crafts store.


Powdered Food Coloring: Powdered food colors will be used to color the beverages. They are added to the dry cocoa mixes that go inside the cocoa bomb shells and create color once mixed with the hot milk. Of course, if you added a liquid food coloring inside the cocoa bomb, it would become a small glob with the dry ingredients and be nearly impossible to whisk into the finished drink (though it’s possible, if all else fails). Look for natural powder food colorings. They may have slightly less vibrant colors when powdered, but are just as vibrant when added to liquids, and are made from fruits and vegetables (and flowers, oddly enough . . . my favorite green powder is made from gardenias!). Make sure the powder food coloring you’re purchasing for the interior mixes is water-soluble; some are made to go into oil-based mixtures and might color your drink but will also leave undissolved powder that you would have to strain out. Most powdered food colorings can also be used to color your chocolate, so these are great for a starter kit for making cocoa bombs.
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Petal Dust: Petal dust is, in my opinion, like powdered pastel chalk—not literally, but figuratively. It’s intensely pigmented, which means it will and does stain anything it comes in contact with, at least temporarily, so use this with great caution. It’s generally used by cake makers to color, well, flowers, realistically, hence the name petal dust. Petal dust is only for finishing touches, not for adding to the drink mixes or coloring the chocolate.


Oil-Based: Oil-based food colorings are just like what they sound—food colorings that are oil-based. They come in small bottles in any number of shades, can be gradually added or mixed, and can create nearly any color you can imagine. They are specifically formulated without water and are what is used to color chocolate. White chocolate, mostly. Since they are oil-based, they may stain clothing, wood cutting boards, or counter surfaces, etc. if not cleaned immediately, so use with caution. I love oil-based food colorings because they are buildable—one drop creates a slight tint and ten creates a beautiful saturated color. You may need to search online for oil-based food colorings or go to a larger store stocked with more specialty cake- and candy-making supplies. The most common brands are ChefMaster and Colour Mill from Australia, and they both make a fantastic range of shades. Wilton also makes what they call “candy colors” for candy melts, but in a limited range of shades.


Flavor Oils


Adding flavor to chocolate requires oil-based flavorings instead of your standard baking extracts. Unfortunately, standard extracts contain water that will seize and ruin your chocolate, much like regular food colorings. There are many natural flavor oils, but your flavor profiles will be limited. The blend of natural and artificial flavorings will open up a wide range of flavors that are impossible to incorporate into chocolate or dry mixes otherwise, which is why I use them in this book. I use natural flavor oils whenever I can, but you’ll need to be sure they are not water-soluble. The type of oils you’ll be adding to chocolate are usually called candymaking flavors or flavor oils, as they are used to flavor all types of candies, but that label alone does not necessarily mean they are suitable for chocolate, so be sure to read their description carefully. Keep in mind you can make any of these recipes without adding the flavor oils to the chocolate; they are always optional. But when you start gathering candymaking flavors, it can get addictive; as you can see, I have a large collection!
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