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Chocolate lovers are born, not made. Model: Disa Alexandra Martfnez-Ma/o
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BY LAURIE J. MERCER

Chocolate addicts, sometimes called "chocoholics," intuitively understand that the source of chocolate - the cocoa bean - has a history every bit as fascinating as that of gold or oil. …And at the top-of-the-line price per pound, chocolate is in the same price range.

Not all drinkers of cocoa with whipped cream realize that their favorite flavor grows on a tropical cocoa tree native to Central and South America. But cocoa's popularity is old news throughout the world. Not surprisingly, the Greek word for cocoa, theobrama, means "food of the gods." Pre-Columbian natives knew that cocoa was useful as food and drink. The Mayas valued cocoa beans as a medium of exchange, often using them as money. Aztecs are said to have used cocoa by grinding roasted seeds and adding hot water with vanilla and spices. This bitter ritual beverage of Mesoamerican royalty was called xocoatl.

The New World's gift to the Old was actually not given much attention when cocoa beans first arrived with Christopher Columbus on his fourth voyage back to Spain. Not only did he lack gold and valuables, but he was carrying instead these strange-smelling roasted beans that he claimed the natives used as money.

The Spanish introduction to chocolate occurred almost a century before they learned about tea and coffee. Hernán Cortés brought drinking chocolate back to Charles V of Spain in 1528 and was more successful than Columbus in promoting the beverage. But by the early 1600s, though, chocolate was being discovered by sweet tooths in Europe, and the American colonies established a chocolate factory in the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1765.

Further innovation came with Swiss introduction of milk chocolate in 1876. For some-the dark, bittersweet fans-it was not chocolate's finest hour.

The population that learned to love the taste of cocoa now wanted chocolate coatings on candies and biscuits. One of the best chocolate-covered biscuits, Carr's Wheatolo, from England, is still available after 50 years.

Chocolate Around the World

Mexico was once the center of chocolate production, then Venezuela, Ecuador, and finally, by 1910, Brazil. The West African belt, responsible for much of today's market, has dominated, and the market for cocoa is limited in the areas in which it is grown.

The major chocolate consumers are western European nations and the United States, which alone gobbles up 40 percent of the chocolate produced worldwide. The Swiss eat the most at 22 pounds per person annually.

Emotions Through Chocolate

The custom of giving chocolates to a loved one of any age is widespread and seems to have a high success ratio. Diamond engagement rings can be turned down or lost in the bathroom sink, but few people say no to chocolate.

More than a few researchers are studying the effects of chocolate on human behavior. And some scientists have even suggested that there is a connection between eating chocolate and the emotions associated with love. The Aztecs believed the cocoa bean to be an aphrodisiac and so did many Europeans. But now scientists, with modern methods of analysis, have discovered that chocolate contains small amounts of phenylethylamine, a natural chemical found in the brain that increases, some believe, when people fall in love.

"Romance makes us feel giddy, high and good," comments psychiatrist David C. Tinling. He continues, "For some people chocolate makes us feel that way too. Chocolate looks good, smells good, tastes good and provides a quick burst of energy along with a mild stimulating effect. Clearly it is one of those foods that can have an impact on how certain people feel and how they function."

Travel, love, the tropics and ancient history-chocolate embodies many elements of what makes life exciting. Just think about it next time you melt a piece of chocolate in your mouth. 

