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DANCING THE
COCO

Family memories, economic trends, and artisanal chocolate all combine across three continents to reveal the secret life of chocolate.

By Kailash Maharaj and Shivana Maharaj
Black and White Photography Luca Rinaldini Colour Photography Art Pollard

(14
B ELGIUM MAKES THE BEST COCOA,” INFORMED THE GIRL BEHIND THE COUNTER AT A CHOCOLATE

SHOP IN BRUSSELS WHEN WE ASKED INNOCENTLY, OR SO WE THOUGHT, WHERE THEY SOURCED

THEIR BEANS. IT WAS A STINGING REMARK, NOT BECAUSE IT WAS INACCURATE (UNLESS SHE
MEANT COCOA POWDER, COCOA REQUIRES ‘MAKING’ AND PROCESSING BEANS IN THE TROPICS) OR DE-
VALUED THE WORK OF FARMERS BUT BECAUSE OF THE WAY SHE SAID IT. SHE HAD THAT SNEERING AND
CONDESCENDING TONE USUALLY RESERVED FOR LEARNED PEOPLE BOASTFULLY, FLAGRANTLY, BE-
STOWING THEIR PRIVILEGED KNOWLEDGE ON THE UNEDUCATED. ALL WE COULD DO WAS LAUGH.
THERE WAS NO USE EXPLAINING THAT OUR FATHER, HAD, SINCE HE WAS A CHILD, WORKED ON HIS FA-
THER’S COCOA ESTATE, OR THAT OUR MATERNAL GRANDMOTHER MADE CHOCOLATE BY HAND, A SPE-
CIAL CARIBBEAN BLEND AND A WONDER TO VISITING FRIENDS FROM CANADA. AND ANYWAY, WE HAD
NEVER SEEN A CACAO TREE GROWING IN BELGIUM, WHAT GOOD WOULD IT DO?
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COURTESY TERLATO WINES,

Chocolate may be the most misunder-
stood food on the market. Originating in Cen-
tral and South America, Theobroma cacao
once played an important role in Mayan and
Aztec civilizations, where it was sometimes
used as currency. It was brought to Europe in
the mid-sixteenth century. There it was en-
joyed as a beverage until it made its way into
confectionery. Today, the process of making
chocolate involves farmers, biologists, and
chocolatiers often working on separate conti-
nents. “Unlike many other tropical crops,
cacao remains close to its origins as a small-
holder crop. Currently, cacao is grown on
nearly five million small family farms in over
30 countries around the world,” says Bill
Guyton, president of the World Cocoa Foun-
dation, which is committed to improving the
livelihood of cocoa farmers and promoting
sustainable responsible cocoa growing prac-
tices.

Cocoa had always been spoken of with a
certain reverence in our family. According to
our paternal grandmother, her father “would
not buy any land unless there was cacao
growing on it.” She lamented the shortsighted
folly of her father for the land he would not
buy is now some of the most expensive in the
Caribbean. Our great grandfather’s reluctance
though unprofitable was understandable. In
the Caribbean, cacao had been a highly prized
crop for generations. After it was brought to
the islands by the Spanish directly from Mex-
ico, it thrived in the humid climate. Trinitario
cocoa from the Caribbean was sought world-
wide for use in premium chocolate and to this
day is considered one of the best varietals.

In our family, cocoa was so entwined with
daily life that the sliding wooden slats for dry-
ing the cocoa, protected by a galvanized roof,
the cocoa house, was attached to our grandfa-
ther’s house. It was an unusual cocoa house
because it was not in the countryside, but in
the centre of a city. Over the years, the gal-
vanize had turned reddish with wear and the

<
He would not

buy any land
unless there was
cocoa growing
on it

Opposite page clockwise from top left: a man dances the cocoa; holding cacao seeds encased in
white pulp; a man dries cocoa on his cocoa house using a wooden paddle. This page: ripe cocoa is
ablaze with colour; a cocoa hook amidst drying beans; split open ripe cacao is beautiful to see

wood inside was a dark brown colour. The en-
tranceway was so small we had to crouch to
get through and inside was always sweltering.
It looked like an attic, a place to daydream in
the hot tropical air and as children, we would
crawl into the cocoa house and play on sum-
mer Visits.

Fine chocolatiers around the world know
cocoa must be carefully processed, following
distinct steps to create fine chocolate. “Choco-
late is only as good as the ingredients that go
into making it. If the farmer is not dedicated to
growing the very best cacao and then harvest-
ing the very best cocoa beans, I am unable to
make the very best chocolate — no matter how

A MATCH WELL MADE

much skill I may bring to the table. It all starts
at the farm,” says Art Pollard, owner, with his
business partner Clark Goble, of Utah-based
Amano Artisan Chocolate, a bean to bar
chocolate house founded in 2006. He typifies
the deep understanding that comes from work-
ing closely with farmers.

It was not until we were older that our fa-
ther explained the arduous work of cocoa. As
the eldest of five boys, he would awaken early
to go clear any brush that had grown up, tend
the plants and twice a year pick the cocoa. The
orange, yellow and red pods were taken off the
plant by hand at just the right ripeness.

Sometimes you shouldn’t mess with a good thing- unless, that is, you can make it even better. Follow this simple guide to pairin
¥ g - unl you can ma _ g g
your favourite chocolate with CSL’ suggestions.

MINT

Tasting Notes: crisp and fresh mint adds a
contrast and warmth to dark chocolate

Pairing: Pairing:

DARK (70%)

Tasting Notes:aromatic notes ranging

from blackberry and cherry to mocha

Bailey’s Irish Cream

Pairing:

CITRUS

Tasting Notes:: the zesty lively burst of or-
ange explodes on the tongue.

CARAMEL

Tasting Notes: a mellow sweetness is
comforting on the palette
Pairing:

Josmeyer “Les Folestries”

Gewurztraminer

Alder Book “Dry Creek
Valley” Zinfandel




He would open the pods with a cutlass (ma-
chete) and remove the seeds encased in a
white pulp. The cocoa was fermented by
placing it in a cocoa tray and covering it with
jute bags. He would then dry the cocoa in the
cocoa house, loosen any doubles (beans that
were stuck together). Then would begin the
ritual of dancing the cocoa. He and his broth-
ers would shuffle through the drying cocoa
with their feet, removing residue particles
clinging to the beans. They drizzled water and
then oil upon the beans to polish them as they
danced. One brother would continuously
gather the beans back into a mound with a
wooden paddle. The luster created by dancing
the cocoa would fetch a higher price for the
beans at market. The fact that they called it
dancing, gives some indication of the joy with
which they met their work. We have even
heard that on some cocoa estates songs were
sung and celebrations made. Dancing the
cocoa was a potent symbol of cocoa from the
Caribbean.

It is no wonder then that the recent trend

of creating single origin chocolate has become
so widespread. Chocolate tastes different de-
pending on what part of the world the cocoa
comes from. That is why the question of who
makes the best cocoa is subjective. As with
great champagne or wine chocolate is finally
being recognized as complex, with nuanced
flavours, and attributes that reflect its country
of origin.
Chocolatiers are therefore forging relation-
ships directly with farmers. “I simply do not
want to have the beans from a nameless
farmer to show up on my doorstep. I want the
cocoa beans [ use to mean something to me. |
want to honour the farmer’s hard work
through using my very best efforts to make
their cocoa beans into the very best chocolate
possible. If I know the farmer and in many
cases can call the farmer a friend, it makes it
much easier for me to honour the farmer’s
labour,” states Pollard who travels to farms in
Venezuela to source the cocoa he uses to make
his award winning chocolate. Pollard also
sources beans from Madagascar, Bali and
Ecuador.

A few years ago we returned to our grand-
father’s house. Despite all our pleadings, the
cocoa house had been demolished as renova-
tion plans had progressed. It was simply a
small part of the gradual disintegration of an
industry that was once significant to the
Caribbean economy. Everywhere cocoa es-
tates had turned to bush with no one to work
the fields and prices steadily declining. It was
an emotional passing. Though the cocoa
house had not been used in decades, it had
stood as a reminder of bygone days, and by-
gone rituals. Like the gigantic silos of the
Western prairies it had formed a part of the
folkloric landscape. Now, it too was gone.
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Bean to Bar:

about?

Your family is important to you, after all Amedei is your grand-

mother’s maiden name, what are some of your memories of
chocolate as a child?

Like every other kid I was used to having a little bar of
chocolate at times, but I had already developed a craze for
it, to me chocolate was unlike any other kind of sweet. Lit-
tle by little it has become a sort of fascination, and it still
continues.

The use of the interlocking A’s on Amedei’s packaging is a
symbol of the relationship between brother and sister. Your
mother Ida helped to design the packaging of your chocolate.
What can you tell us about working with your family?

It has been a very good luck. Each of us has his field of com-

petence according to his personal skill and training, Then
there is my mother who represents a moment of synthesis
and adjustment.

You mentioned that when you first started Amedei it was diffi-
cult, what was some good advice that you were given at this
time to help you persevere?

Getting a company started is always difficult, but with
chocolate it was even more so. [ was conscious of the issue
of competition with other products of the kind and I was
persistent with the idea that my chocolate had to be made
with the best beans and worked out with the best possible
process. [ knew I was starting a business, so, of course, it
had to be profitable, but I also knew that I had to focus on
the creative part, and to achieving the best quality possible

Their dream to make the best chocolate
in the world, from bean to bar led the
sister and brother team Alessio and Ce-
cilia Tessieri to form exclusive contracts
with producers in Venezuela, Trinidad,
Grenada, Ecuador, and Jamaica and to
create Amedei. Earning the golden
bean award from London’s Academy of
chocolate for three years, and with
praise from restaurants (French Laundry,
Le Bernardin, and The Fat Duck)
Amedei’s exquisite packaging, and com-
plex chocolates have garnered acclaim
worldwide. CSL interviewed Ms. Tessieri,
one of a few female master chocolatiers
globally, to talk exclusively about her
passion, determination and love of
chocolate.

To me the challenge is always there.

What is the philosophy behind Amedei?

Itis evident that our aim is having a larger and larger
number of people sharing this sense of excellence and
appreciating our efforts and dedication. Our clients
usually associate our chocolate with important and
happy moments of their lives, and this is very rewarding
and encouraging for us.

“To me, Amedei is synonymous with beauty, sweetness,
uniqueness, and fascination..I would like it if every taste of
this delicious nectar gave lovers butterflies in their stom-
ach the same kind you feel on a first date or at a first kiss”
You speak poetically about chocolate. Where did the ini-
tial passion for making the best chocolate in the world
come from?

Ifyou find a strain of poeticism in my words, that is be-
cause all my passion for chocolate in these years has
grown with a sort of creative spirit which needed to be
expressed.

Why is making chocolate from bean to bar enjoying such
popularity today?

Demanding people are eager to know what their food
is made of. A good chocolate can only be made with the
total control of growing and production process from
bean to bar.

With it disappeared the ritual of dancing the cocoa. It was then that we realized the true sig-
nificance of cocoa. Cocoa crystallizes the beautiful link that food can create between people
in distant lands. Cocoa is joy, or perhaps as Art Pollard says: “As chocolatiers, our process is
also very labour intensive. When I come home at night, I am exhausted and fall asleep almost
as soon as I can put the kids to bed. But when I am exhausted, I think back to my friends who
grow the beans and how hard they work and care for their beloved cacao trees. I quickly real-
ize that they do it for passion just as I do, and that they work just as hard as I do if not harder
and I marvel at what an incredible food chocolate is to drive us to such passions.” CSL

www.amanochocolate.com
www.worldcocoafoundation.org

COURTESY AMEDEI CHOCOLATE




What's all the Fuss

Amano Artisan Chocolate.

WHAT IS BEAN TO BAR? Way beyond mass produced chocolate, bean to bar refers to the
all encompassing process of sourcing cacoa beans (often from remote areas of South
America and the Caribbean) directly from farmers and transforming it into chocolate.
After the beans have been properly fermented by farmers, large sacs are shipped to se-
lect chocolatiers who roast, winnow, mix, conche and temper, to make what we know as
chocolate. Because of the machinery, skill, and expense required there are very few
small-scale bean to bar chocoaltiers globally. “On one level, making chocolate is fairly
straight forward. The cocoa beans are roasted, the husks removed, the bits of bean (nibs)
are ground along with sugar and sometimes vanilla until smooth and then the chocolate
is heated and stirred until the flavor is developed. In reality though, it is much more com-
plex than this and difficult to capture in a sound bite for the consumer,” says Art Pollard of

You work with exclusive contracts with farmers from
Trinidad and the Chuao region of Venezuela. In fact,
Amedei is committed to improving the livelihood of work-
ers from these area’s through sustainable farming prac-
tices. Why are these beans so prized in Amedei's chocolate
making process? What distinguishes Criollo and Trini-
tario beans?

It has to do with the way the seeds are planted and
grown, the climate and also the campesinos’ special
care, and of course agronomists guided by my brother
Alessio. The shape of the caboose is different, as well as
the seeds. You can also identify them when youdo a
‘cut test’.

The place of origin of your chocolate can impart flavours
from mint, lavender and arbutus honey to green tea, al-
monds and plum. How do you refine your palette to taste
the subtleties of each chocolate?

That is something you acquire with experience and it is
askill of tasting, provided you have a zest for this prod-
uctand an inclination of the mind.

You have a unique selection of filled chocolates, based on
the meditative properties of chocolate, how did you come
up with the flavour profiles?

That pertains to the special properties that each of us
may attribute to colours, shapes and taste, so the
flavour these filled chocolates have comes from a long
study and strong memories. For example my moka pra-
line has the intriguing taste and flavour of Sunday
morning moka coffee.

Why do you think it has taken so long for Italian made
chocolate to blossom globally?

Probably it is a question of tradition. In cold countries
eating and producing chocolate may be more evident,
but if we come to quality, Italian products are now
among the best. As you know, we have been awarded
the golden bean by the London Chocolate Academy
three times.

What is the future goal of Amedei?

Never stop looking for the best, never compromise, this
is our personal philosophy. Of course this can be
achieved only because we are a family based company.

www.amedei.com

AN [TALIAN DREAM
(FROM TOP LEFT, CLOCKWISE) Alessio and Cecilia
enjoy tempering a bowl! of their famed chocolate;

The prized golden bean award; a box of Amedei

chocolate; Cecilia carefully monitors the conching
machine; the small talented crew at Amedei, Tus-
cany.

CACAOQO VS. COCOA

You may have noticed our spelling and use of cocoa versus cacao. They are two dif-
ferent things altogether. While CACAO refers to theobroma cacao, the tree con-
taining colourful pods with seeds and to the dried partly fermented seeds COCOA
usually refers to chocolate derived from the plant in its pulverized form.

THE CALGARY
CRUSADER:
A talk with
So Choklat founder
Brad Churchill

RAD CHURCHILL IS A MAN ON A MIS-

SION. After learning that the expen-

sive chocolate he had purchased was

merely bought from a manufacturer,

melted down and molded, he began

experimenting in his own kitchen
with cocoa beans from South America. “I felt de-
ceived and lied to as a consumer when | found out
that local chocolatiers don't actually make their
own chocolate. | took it upon myself at that time
to make my own chocolate.” That was the begin-
ning of So Chocklat (the phonetic spelling of
chocolate) in Inglewood, which opened in August
2008. The shop, one of only two in Canada, im-
ports fermented cocoa beans, then roasts and
processes them to make chocolate. “We're not
about pre-making our chocolate. As a consumer
you are getting the best,” declares Churchill.

Churchill’s mission? Educate consumers, cus-
tomize the experience of buying chocolate and
eradicate the “air of mysticism” that has sur-
rounded chocolate for centuries. “I'm providing
awareness to the public that they never had be-
fore. Calgarians love to be educated,” says
Churchill. “As a consumer you're led to believe
making chocolate takes years of experience and is
secretive. That's a bunch of baloney. It's four sim-
ple ingredients, I've made recipes that are a lot
more complex than that.” Among the offerings at
So Choklat are milk chocolate, dark chocolate and
truffles that can be tailored to suit. “We do our
truffle centres in the morning pre-made. Then we
roll them in whatever the customer wants, dip
them in whatever the customer wants and make
the truffles right on the spot.”

The long time entrepreneur, whose other
businesses include an internet company and a
motorcycle company, works directly with farmers
in Ocumare de la Costa, Venezuela; Tabasco, Mex-
ico, and a region 300 miles from Bahia Brazil.
Though building direct relationships has proved
difficult and costly, Churchill knows that “it really
makes the difference in a premium quality prod-
uct. By working directly with the growers we pay
more literally two and a half times more but the
beans come all hand sorted.” Keep spreading the
word.

www.sochoklat.com
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