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Some things are destined to happen. At least that explains how this book seems to have hatched. The mysterious hand of fate brought together Dennis Hayes of Ten Speed Press and Maricel Presilla, culinary anthropologist/restaurateur, over enchanting after-dinner cups of hot chocolate at Zafra in Hoboken, New Jersey. The consequence of that evening is in your hands. I am grateful both to Dennis, for handing me an assignment any food writer would give his eyeteeth to land, and to Maricel, for encouraging and supporting my effort.

At the heart of this book are, of course, the inventive recipes, nearly every one developed by pastry chefs and chocolatiers specifically for this project. Thanks to every one of you for sharing a bit of your genius with the rest of us. My appreciation also goes to John Scharffenberger for helping me put the topic into proper perspective, and to Patricia Rain, David Lebovitz, Joe Calderone, Wendy Reisman, Stacy Cooper Dent, Leigh Merrigan, Martine Leventer, Philip Ruskin, Barbara Lang, and Jeffrey Turback, and to all the friends with whom I have so happily shared a cup. Here’s mud in your eye! I am also deeply indebted to Lily Binns, my editor, and to Philip Aubrey Bobbs, my research assistant. Finally, I want to acknowledge the most important people in the life of this book—the readers. Thank you!
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The history books aren’t certain about who first wrested nourishment from the cacao trees in the wilderness. Pods of the cacao tree, indigenous to the tropical Amazon rainforests, may have been harvested by the Olmecs, mother culture to the Maya, as early as 1000 B.C. But it was the remarkable Mayans themselves, rulers of what is now the Yucatan Peninsula in Mexico and Guatemala, who domesticated cacao, roasted and pounded its beans into a grainy, bitter paste, and placed the liquid at the center of their fantastic civilization.

While Europe slumbered in the Dark Ages, brilliant Mayan architects built elaborate temple-pyramids and ceremonial palaces, mathematicians mastered modular arithmetic, astronomers recorded the movements of the sun and moon to create the ancient world’s most accurate calendar, and skilled farmers cleared large sections of the jungle for plantations of cacao trees without the advantage of metal tools or beasts of burden.

Eventually, Mayans shared their bounty with others living in cooler, drier highland regions unsuited to growing tropical cacao, and neighboring Aztecs depended on carriers who filled woven backpacks with beans to haul the precious cargo hundreds of miles on foot to their northern cities. Cacao was revered by the Aztecs, who combined it with spices to create a drink that was reserved for noblemen and warriors, and who exchanged the beans as currency. When Spanish conquistadors arrived to plunder the New World early in the sixteenth century, they discovered Aztec treasuries stockpiled not with silver or gold, but with cacao beans.

The curious notion of “money” growing on trees prompted the conquerors to enslave the so-called “Indians” and put them to work planting more cacao across South America and in Central America and islands in the Caribbean. But the new commodity and the bitter, spicy beverage that was made with it were not readily embraced back home in Spain, at least not until the more pungent spices in the drink were replaced with cane sugar and the drink was served hot instead of cold. With these refinements, and after nearly a century of exclusivity, Madrid became the center from which the liquid luxury spread across the entire continent.

Cacao became the jewel of European commerce, while chocolate beverages became fashionable among lords and ladies, poets and prelates. The upper classes sipped their steaming hot chocolate heavily sweetened and served in deep, straight-sided cups, while royalty flaunted their wealth by drinking from golden chalices. By the time the beverage made its way to the British Isles, milk had been added to the mixture, and although chocolate houses flourished in major cities, the price of drinking chocolate was out reach for the bourgeoisie.

In 1828, everything changed when a Dutch chemist developed a new way of pressing the fat from cacao beans. His method for creating cocoa powder made the drink more affordable and available to the masses, although the new drink paled in comparison to the original.

While most countries in Europe remained faithful to the more luxurious recipe, convenient cocoa powder prevailed in Britain and elsewhere. As those in the United States adopted the British fondness for cocoa, the drink seemed to lose its appeal among adults. Cocoa was relegated to adolescence and derided in literature as bedtime nourishment for schoolgirls. To make matters worse, Americans began using the terms “hot chocolate” and “hot cocoa” interchangeably, obscuring the considerable difference between the two.

True hot chocolate has maintained its exotic, romantic image in much of Europe, yet it has never been widely embraced on this side of the Atlantic. And while it’s obvious that American temperaments are suited to the stimulation of coffee, a growing number of us long for a time when life was simpler and food was slower.

So, why on earth can’t we make as decent a cup of hot chocolate as they do in Europe? How in heaven’s name have so many of us missed out on experiencing the intense flavors, the rich and satisfying texture, and the unhurried ritual of melting fine chocolate and stirring it into warm milk? Restoring the seductive liquid to its rightful place in our culture is long overdue.

Hot chocolate is at once extravagant and familiar, provoking and comforting. It demands to be sipped slowly, savored as a treat that kindles feelings of safety and innocence while it gently lifts the spirits. Each cup offers refuge from the stresses of modern life, a change of pace from jam-packed schedules.

Between these covers is the fruit of my efforts to connect readers to a tradition that is several thousand years old. Here you will find recipes inspired by ancient ritual, traditional European classics, grandmotherly concoctions, and the imaginative inventions of preeminent pastry chefs and chocolatiers. It is my hope that no worthy hot chocolate has gone unstirred.

Michael Turback
Ithaca, New York
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Just as American consumers have begun to enjoy more extravagant wines, beers, and coffees, so, too, are we beginning to appreciate the pleasures of real hot chocolate. This book is intended not only to demystify the process of preparing sophisticated drinking chocolates but also to advance the state of the chocolate arts with contributions from our most accomplished culinary virtuosos.

Before we begin talking about specific recipes and procedures, it’s worth discussing what you’ll need to have on hand. Although many ingredients on the following pages will be available at your local supermarket or gourmet food shop, consider stocking your cupboard with supplies that may be more difficult to find. As for equipment, hot chocolate requires few items other than what you probably already have in your kitchen.

INGREDIENTS

Master chocolatiers and pastry chefs take the same care in selecting chocolates as vintners do when choosing varieties to produce fine wines. Like the expression of terroir in wine grapes, it is interesting to see how cacao beans develop different characteristics when grown in different regions. Each high-quality chocolate contributes a distinctive aroma, personality, and complexity to the end result’s final character. The most important principle when choosing chocolate for your drink, however, is to trust your own taste.

Chocolate

A package of fine chocolate will list the percent of cocoa butter and/or cacao solids it contains. High-quality chocolate contains more fat, which results in more flavor and a luxurious feeling on the tongue, or mouthfeel. The higher the number, the better the chocolate. Superior chocolates, the “couvertures” used by professional chefs, consist of 56 to 70 percent cacao solids and include 31 percent cocoa butter.

Unsweetened chocolate is pure chocolate liquor and about 50 percent cocoa butter. Bittersweet chocolate blends at least 35 percent liquor with as much as 50 percent cocoa butter, sugar, and vanilla. Semisweet chocolate has the same ingredients as bittersweet with the addition of more sugar. Milk chocolate, which contains about 10 percent chocolate liquor, takes the process a step further by adding about 12 percent milk solids. (Milk chocolate bars manufactured by Hershey’s or Nestle’s are eating chocolates, not cooking chocolates, and are not appropriate for these recipes.) Most of the recommended chocolates come in blocks and must be chopped or shaved so that they can be melted into hot chocolate.

Most of the recipes in this book call for dark, semisweet, or bittersweet chocolate, while a few use high-quality milk chocolate or white chocolate (since it does not contain cacao solids, white chocolate is technically not a chocolate). Where it makes a difference, the exact percentage of cacao or specific chocolate manufacturer is indicated.

See here for top sources for chocolate.


The divine drink, which builds up resistance and fights fatigue. A cup of this precious drink permits a man to walk for a whole day without food.

EMPEROR MONTEZUMA OF THE AZTECS



Mexican Chocolate

Auténtico Mexican hot chocolate is made from a hockey puck–shaped tablet of bitter chocolate laced with cinnamon and covered in coarse sugar. Each tablet is divided into eight wedge-shaped segments that you can break off as needed. These rustic chocolates are available in Mexican markets, at some supermarkets, and from online merchants.

Shaved Chocolate/Hot Chocolate Mixes

Look upon the wide range of preshaved chocolates and prepared mixes as an invitation to experiment. Each version has its own individual aroma, personality, complexity, and composition. Not all drinking chocolate products are created equal, and they range from pure, 100 percent chocolate to mixes that include ingredients such as cocoa powder, cocoa butter, sugar, powdered milk, cornstarch, vanilla, and cayenne or other spices in addition to finely chopped bits of chocolate.

Cocoa Powder

Cocoa powder is made by extracting most of the rich cocoa butter from chocolate liquor (ground roasted cocoa beans) and pulverizing the dry residue. There are two types of cocoa powder: natural (nonalkalinized) and Dutch process (alkalinized). Natural cocoa powder (also called unsweetened) is simply untreated cocoa powder. Dutch process cocoa has been treated with an alkali to make the powder more soluble. Along the way, the “dutching” process gives the cocoa a deep mahogany color and a flavor reminiscent of Oreo cookies. The most popular American brands of cocoa powder contain about 7 percent cocoa butter, while specialty and European cocoa powders contain 12 to 24 percent cocoa butter. Some products contain cocoa powder alone, while others include artificial flavors, nonfat dry milk, preservatives, soy lecithin, vanilla, and sugar.

NOTE: In English-speaking countries, the word cacao came to be pronounced “cocoa,” and cocoa powder is usually simply called “cocoa.” As a result, most people assume that cocoa powder is just the ground beans themselves and that chocolate is made from cocoa powder instead of the other way around.


Cocoa is a cad and coward; cocoa is a vulgar beast.

G. K. CHESTERTON



Spices

Spices, the dried roots, barks, berries, and other fruits of tropical seeds, were the earliest commodities to have driven global trade. These powerful, sensual aromatics have been used to impart their complex flavor to chocolates for thousands of years.

For the best results, buy small quantities of ground spices and store them in tightly closed containers in a cool, dark, dry place for no longer than a year. Before using spices, sniff them. If their fragrance has diminished, toss them out. Chances are, the flavor has weakened as well and the spices will do nothing to improve your drink. If you’re using nonsoluble spices in your hot chocolate, place them in a tea ball or wrap them in cheesecloth before dropping them into the liquid, so you can easily fish them out later.

Store vanilla beans completely submerged in granulated sugar. This method not only preserves the moisture and freshness of the beans but also creates an aromatic vanilla sugar that can be used for making cookies and other baked treats.


So noble a confection, more than nectar & ambrosia, the true food of the gods.

DR. JOSEPH BACHOT, 1662



Sweeteners

Sugar is valuable not only for sweetening drinking chocolates but also for adding volume and tenderness and improving the drink’s texture. Granulated white sugar, also known as table sugar, has medium-sized granules and is the sugar most often called for in recipes. When heated, granulated sugar takes on the color of toffee and a caramel flavor.

Confectioners’ or powdered sugar, which has been crushed mechanically (and usually mixed with a little starch to keep it from clumping), is preferred in some recipes, especially iced chocolate drinks, because it dissolves more easily than granulated sugar.

Brown sugar is simply granulated white sugar with a bit of molasses to give it additional texture and color. Its color depends on the amount of molasses added during processing: the darker the color, the stronger the taste. Substituting brown sugar for white sugar in a hot chocolate recipe will add notes of butterscotch and molasses.

Sucanat is organically grown, freshly squeezed sugar cane juice that has been clarified, filtered, and evaporated. The syrup is then crystallized and granulated into sugar. Sucanat adds an extraordinary layer of caramel flavor to hot chocolate. It can be found in health food stores and some grocery stores.

In Latin America, deeply flavored muscovado sugar (from the Spanish mascabado, meaning unrefined) is known as rapadura, piloncillo, or chancaca. The darkest of the raw dark brown sugars, muscovado has a fine-grained texture. Its natural molasses content results in a strong, lingering flavor that can’t be matched by ordinary brown sugar. It marries well with the rich flavor of chocolate.


The superiority of chocolate, both for health and nourishment, will soon
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