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                       Superfoods Fact Sheet 
                                 Cacao 
                                     (Theobroma cacao) 

 
Part used:  Nut 

 

Cacao makes chocolate – in fact cacao IS chocolate, and it is packed full of 

wonderful health-giving qualities than make it a true superfood. 

 

 

Historical and Traditional Uses 
 

It is believed the Olmecs, the first major civilization in Guatemala and Mexico, first discovered the 

delights of chocolate!  They crushed the cacao bean, mixed them with water and added spices and herbs 

and obviously liked what they tasted as they began cultivating the beans.   

 

The Mayans (600 BC) and then later the Aztecs (400 AD) continued this cultivation, and for these 

civilizations the cocoa bean was a symbol of abundance.  It was used as a monetary unit, and also in 

religious rituals – indeed the Mayans created a ritual beverage that was shared during betrothal and 

marriage ceremonies. 

 

Consumption of the cocoa drink was a privilege and reserved for the upper classes.  It was also 

recognised as having unique properties that were reserved for the deserving. 

 

When Columbus came to America he was introduced to the cocoa bean, but failed to recognise its 

importance.  Hernando Cortez was responsible for bringing the bean, and the recipe for brewing it, back 

to the Spanish court in 1528, who soon fell in love with it, adding in cane sugar, vanilla, cinnamon and 

pepper, and keeping the value of the bean a Spanish secret for many years. 

 

The trade in cultivated cocoa began in 1585 when the first cargo of beans arrived in Spain, resulting in 

the establishment of chocolate shops and the spread of this wonderful drink into Europe. By 1650 it has 

made its way to England, and for many years was a treat reserved for the upper classes. 

 

Chocolate as a confection appeared in England in 1674, and by 1830 it had become the chocolate bar 

and its growth has been unstoppable since then. Beans were planted by colonists in Africa, which is now 

the largest supplier of cocoa.  Thanks to industrialisation it has become available to all, not just reserved 

for the few, and it is now established as an essential ‘treat’ for most of the world!  

 

Cacao wasn’t just an amazing food for native South Americans, they also revered its spiritual properties.  

The Aztecs called it yollotl eztli which means ‘heart blood’ which references the fact that it is not just 

beneficial to the cardiovascular system, but also that it opens up the heart at an emotional/spiritual 
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level and reconnects us to the world around us.  This regaining of the human heart connection, bringing 

harmony, is a theme in their myths. 

 

Health Benefits 
 

Processed chocolate and raw cacao are very different foods.  The familiar bar of milk chocolate today is 

heavy in dairy and sugar, whilst raw cacao is bursting with health benefits.  Many of these amazing 

properties are destroyed by cooking, refining and processing so to connect with the real power of 

chocolate it needs to be used raw! 

 

Antioxidant 

Cacao has the highest level of antioxidants concentrated within it of any food in the world.  Raw cacao 

has over 4 times the antioxidant value of dark chocolate and over 20 times the antioxidant activity of 

blueberries! 

 

As a consequence it brings with it all the benefits that accrue to a high intake of antioxidants – 

protection from degenerative and age-related illnesses, protection from free radical damage to DNA, 

lower levels of inflammation.   

 

These high levels of antioxidants also help to potentiate other 

superfoods and super herbs and increases their efficacy! 

 

Heart and Cardiovascular System 

Cacao supports the heart in a literal, metaphysical and 

spiritual sense. 

 

It is loaded with heart healthy compounds such as flavonoids.  

These provide important protection from environmental 

toxins, as well as helping to prevent lipids in the blood 

clogging up arteries, as well as ‘thinning’ the blood, and 

making it less sticky, so less likely to clot.   

 

These compounds also help to regulate nitric oxide in the 

body, which is critical for healthy blood flow, and blood 

pressure.  Studies done with dark chocolate demonstrated its 

ability to help lower blood pressure.  Another study showed 

benefit to both blood pressure and insulin sensitivity.  And 

dark chocolate is NOT your average chocolate bar, but the rather bitter 70%+ cocoa solids chocolate. 

 

Another compound beneficial to the heart is oleic acid, a heart healthy fat.  And caca is a great source of 

magnesium, which is not only highly beneficial to the heart but to numerous functions within the body.  

So provided you don’t overdo it and chose chocolate high in cocoa solids, it really can be a health food!!! 
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Surprisingly, weight for weight, dark chocolate high 

in cocoa solids has the same amount of antioxidants 

as red wine! 

 

These give support to the immune system and help 

to boost the response of antibodies and T cells. 

 

Digestion 

Some of the compounds which proliferate in dark 

chocolate have been found to help ease 

gastrointestinal upsets. 

 

Coughs 

The compound theobromine in dark chocolate helps 

to ease sore throats, and has been shown to be more 

effective than codeine.  It is an effective 

antibacterial. 

 

Improves Mood 

Cacao contains significant levels of an amino acid called tryptophan, which is a recognised mood 

enhancer, as well as the neurotransmitter serotonin, which helps us cope with stress better, and lower 

anxiety, helping us to feel good.    

 

Raw cacao also contains compounds called phenylethylamines, which are destroyed by roasting and 

processing, but are a class of chemicals we produce when we fall in love!  They also help to shut off 

appetite.  Eating raw cacao beans can not only make you feel good, but help you lose weight as well! 

 

And if that wasn’t enough, cacao is the only plant in which the endorphin anandamide has been found.  

This is known as the ‘bliss chemical’ and is another reason why cacao can help us feel good! 

 

Better Brain 

Cocoa is high in flavonoid compounds called flavinols which may be beneficial in not only increasing 

brain blood flow, but also enhancing brain function amongst older adults. 

 

 

Nutritional Value 
 

Each cacao nut is a powerhouse of good nutrition.  Eaten raw they have a slightly nutty, bitter flavour, 

and have their highest nutritional potential in this state.  Dark chocolate still offers good levels of 

important nutrients, but processing reduces certain nutrients. 

 

Very rich in antioxidant (400 higher in raw cacao powder than in dark chocolate!) and magnesium, it also 

contains more than 300 phytochemicals, has good levels of proteins, calcium, carotene, sulphur, some 

of the B vitamins, iron, chromium, zinc, manganese, Vitamin C and Omega 6. 
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It also has good levels of soluble fibre which is beneficial to the bowel. 

 

 

How To Use Cacao 
 

Strictly speaking cacao is the tree, and cocoa the product.  Raw cacao nuts, whole or ground, offer the 

highest nutritional potential.  Cacao nibs are quite easy to find, and most health foods stores stock raw 

chocolate in some form.  Raw cocoa powder is also available as is cacao, or cocoa, butter. 

 

Dark chocolate (more than 70% cocoa solids) is still full of many of the wonderful compounds that make 

cocoa so special, although not at the levels found in raw. 

 

It is worth repeating that milk chocolate has very low levels of cocoa solids and high levels of more 

damaging products such as dairy and sugar and is NOT a health food! 

 

 

 
 


