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Valentine’s Day is coming up and I’m sure many will give or receive something chocolate.  But did you ever stop 
to think where chocolate comes from?  Chocolate is one of the oldest cultivated plants and one of the most 
traded agricultural products.  The cacao (k-KAU or k-KAY-o) or cocoa tree is a native of the Amazon rainforests.  
It is believed that early indigenous peoples established the first cacao plantations around 400 BC in Mexico and 
Guatemala.  Cacao trees were known to be cultivated by both the Mayans and the Aztecs.  The Aztecs even 
believed they were a gift of the god, Quetzalcoatl.  The Aztecs so prized the beans that they used them as 
money.  When Linnaeus gave the tree its official botanical name, he called it Theobroma cacao.  Theobroma 
means ‘food of the gods’ in Latin and cacao comes from the Aztec word xocolatl, from xococ (bitter) and atl 
(water).  ‘Cacao’ refers to the tree, the pods and the unfermented beans, while ‘cocoa’ refers to the fermented 
beans and also to the manufactured powdered product. 

 

Most of the world’s cocoa is grown in a narrow belt either side of the equator.  The trees grow in tropical 
climates with regular rains, high humidity, strong light and a short dry season.  Many countries now grow cacao 
but the two main producers are Cote d'Ivorie (Ivory coast) and Ghana.  Other countries of note include Nigeria, 
Brazil, Ecudor, Malaysia and Indonesia.  There are three broad types of cacao trees that are grown: Criollo, 
Trinitario and Forastero. 

 

The lower story of the rainforest is the natural habitat of the cacao tree.  Since cacao trees tolerate growing in 
the shade of taller trees, the rainforest does not need to be destroyed to grow them.  However, forest trees 
may be thinned out so that the cacao trees can be planted between established trees.  In some places 
plantations are established.  The cacao tree is a spindly tree that grows 15 to 25 feet tall.  It requires a deep, 
slightly acidic, moist, well drained soil.  It has unusually deep roots for a rainforest tree because it tends to grow 
in the riparian zone.  Cacao trees live up to 100 years and are in their prime 30 to 40 years after maturity.  The 
egg-shaped, dark green leaves are shiny, leathery and 7 to 14 inches long and about 3 inches wide. 

 

Cacao trees begin to bear fruit when they are three to four years old.  
The pink and white, nearly odorless flowers, are present on the tree 
throughout the year.  They grow straight out of the trunk and main 
branches.  Only a small proportion of flowers develop into ripe fruit, 
which takes 5 to 8 months.  Although the flowers have both male and 
female parts, they cannot fertilize themselves.  The highly prized 
chocolate beans are dependent upon the work of pollinators.  A tiny 
midge is the only insect known to pollinate the flowers.  The midges 

require humid shade with a wide range of plant species and decaying 
matter on the ground.  The midges are small and not that efficient at 
pollinating, plus flowers only last a day or two adding to the problem.  In 
the wild, only about five percent of flowers receive enough pollen for 

fruit to develop.  On a cacao plantation, the midges are even less likely to find their way into the sunny, dry 
groves of trees that need pollinating. 

 

The fruit, which is called a pod, also grows directly from the trunk.  Pods can grow 4 to 12 inches long and 3 to 4 
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inches around.  They are roughly shaped like a football.  Pods are green while maturing and then turn yellow, 
orange, red or purple when ripe (although some varieties stay green).  The pods vary significantly in size, shape 
and texture.  A ripe pod can be left on the tree for 2 or 3 weeks without spoiling.  The pulp of the fruit is edible 
and described as yellow, slippery and sweet.  Monkeys and other small mammals will break through the pod 
wall to eat the pulp.  Since the seeds are bitter they do not eat them but spit them out, helping to spread cacao 
trees through the rainforest. 

 

Cacao pods each have 20 to 40 almond-sized beans in them.  A mature 
cacao tree produces 20 to 50 pods per year, which is enough to make five 
to  ten pounds of processed chocolate.  Harvesting the pods is very labor-
intensive.  The ripe pods are harvested regularly with a machete.  For pods 
high on the tree, a pruning hook type of tool on a long pole can be used.  
The pods, which weigh about a pound each, are collected in large baskets 
and piled up ready for splitting.  The tough pods are opened to remove the 
beans a week to 10 days after harvesting.  The pods are split open by hand 
with a stick or knife.  The beans, which are covered with a sweet white 
pulp, are then removed. 

 

Processing cocoa beans involves six main steps:  fermentation, drying and 
bagging, winnowing, roasting, grinding and pressing.  The beans must be fermented and roasted properly to 
develop that rich chocolate flavor and aroma.  Beans are then blended.  The actual blending process and other 
added ingredients are a closely guarded secret and known only to expert chocolate makers. 

 

Resources:  Project Food, Land & People, International Cocoa Organization, xocoatl.org, rainforest-alliance.org, 
Cadbury, Kew Royal Botanic Gardens, Ag in the Classroom - Illinois Farm Bureau® and The North American 
Pollinator Protection Campaign. 
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