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  Chocolate 101

  


  CHOOSING YOUR CHOCOLATE

  When Steve and I got the notion to go into the chocolate business, we knew pretty much zilch about it. All I knew was that if we were going into the chocolate business, then we needed chocolate. So, while Steve was doing the hard work of creating a business model from twigs and island spruce needles, I hopped the morning mailboat and went shopping.

  I had a working knowledge of modern chocolate terminology, so when I found myself on the mainland in front of the chocolate counter at my favorite gourmet food store, I had a pretty good idea of what I was looking for. Not that it mattered. I was a woman on a mission, and my mission was to discover the very best chocolate with which to make my truffles. So, I bought every bar in front of me. Oh, and a cup of coffee. And a bottle of wine. The cashier didn’t bother with discretion. “Bad day?” she asked.

  Since Steve and I weren’t making chocolate solely for ourselves, we felt that it would be important to get some other input besides our own. On a quiet mid-winter night, when there was nothing to do on the island but wonder what our neighbors were up to and who they were up to it with, we instead held an informal chocolate tasting. A group that consisted of a handful of lobstermen and carpenters, a boat builder, the school teacher, tax collector, innkeeper, park ranger, lighthouse keeper, and a selectman reported to our small living room for duty, received a brief explanation on how to approach their task, and then got down to work. It was a fairly structured blind tasting; which basically means that I unwrapped all the bars I had bought earlier in the day, laid them out on a numbered grid scribbled onto a large piece of butcher paper, and then handed each taster a sheet that had a table of attributes I wanted them to pay attention to.

  After the dust settled, there was a clear winner. And I really, really wish I could tell you that the chocolate that won the taste test that night was the chocolate we ended up ultimately using in our truffles. But it’s not. There are, unfortunately, other factors we needed to consider, such as cost and availability, which quickly disqualified several of the chocolates we tried. Instead, second place received the honors, and it ended up being the right choice all around.

  So, what does this all mean for you and how you choose the chocolate you use for the recipes in this book—and beyond?

  For the most part, all of the chocolate work and recipes described in this book can be done with a quality chocolate you’d probably be able to find on the shelf of your local grocery store. Even our grocery store, which consists of three twelve-foot aisles, is open for two hours, three days a week, and caters to an off-season population of forty-five people, carries chocolates suitable for a batch of French-style truffles.

  However, it might help if you make a list of criteria—what you want and don’t want in your chocolate—before you start purchasing bars for your tasting. Here are some possible questions to ask yourself:

  Is it important that your chocolate be fair trade?

  What about organic?

  Do you want a single origin chocolate, or is a blend okay?

  What’s your price range?

  How easily can you get it? And how quickly?

  These days, buying a bar of chocolate can be as intimidating as buying a bottle of wine. To this, I say, “Whatever.” Here’s the deal: if it tastes good, it is good. And by that I mean that I’ve found that Vianne Rocher (the beautiful chocolateur in the luscious movie Chocolat) was right: everyone really does have a favorite, and it rarely has anything to do with how much it costs, how shiny the label is, and whether or not it has a French name. Most of us, if we’re breathing, have been eating chocolate since we were babies. We learned to like it before we knew how to explain why we liked it, or what exactly we liked about it. I call this the Zen mind of chocolate. We don’t have to learn, as with wine, what we like and don’t like. We already have a developed palate with chocolate; we already know what we like.

  WHAT EXACTLY IS CHOCOLATE?

  Chocolate comes from the seeds of a cacao tree, Theobroma cacao, native to tropical regions of the Americas and cultivatable in regions between zero and twenty degrees latitude, north or south of the equator.

  Modern chocolate making is basically a six-step process, which is still, surprisingly, much like how it all began.

  STEP 1: HARVEST AND SEED EXTRACTION

  The fruit of the cacao tree are ridged football-shaped pods that vary in color from green to yellow/orange and red. They grow directly out of the trunk of the tree and are harvested by hand by knocking them off the trunk with a stick or by cutting them off with a machete. The pods are then split lengthwise (again, usually with a machete) to expose a mass of almond-size seeds encased in a sticky white mucilage.

  STEP 2: FERMENTATION

  Next, the seeds (or beans, as they are more commonly called) are scooped out of the pod and heaped in a pile or into wooden crates to ferment. The heat created by fermentation helps to melt off the gooey white stuff, so that all is left is the seed. The heat also kills the germination process and is key to beginning to develop the full flavor of the seed. This process takes anywhere between three and nine days.

  STEP 3: DRYING

  After fermenting, the beans are spread onto racks—either freestanding racks or roof-mounted ones—or tossed out onto roads or whatever flat surface is available in great quantities, and allowed to dry in the sun. Drying takes from seven to thirty days.

  STEP 4: ROASTING

  After drying, the beans are ready to roast. Some producers choose to age their beans for a quantity of time before roasting. The benefit of aging is primarily flavor development, and those who employ this practice feel that it is key to the quality of their final product. But whether or not the producer chooses to age their beans or not, roasting is where the true art of chocolate production takes flight.

  STEP 5: SORTING, FLINGING, AND CONCHING

  Once the beans are roasted to the producer’s specifications, the beans are sorted and then placed in a bean flinger (yes, that’s the technical term). The flinger cracks off the hull of the bean, so all that is left is the nib—essentially, the meat of the bean. The nibs are then placed in a conche—sort of like a burr coffee grinder multiplied by a million—which grinds the beans down into a fluid mass that is kept liquefied by frictional heat. This fluid mass is called chocolate liquor, and while that made me pretty excited, too, the first time I heard the term, it has nothing to do with alcohol. Conching reduces the cocoa mass into particles too small to be detected by the human tongue. How small these particles get are a factor in the quality of the final product. The smaller the particles, the smoother the mouthfeel of the chocolate.

  STEP 6: TEMPERING AND MOLDING

  Depending on what kind of chocolate the producer is making (dark, milk, or unsweetened), sugar, vanilla, milk powder (if making milk chocolate), and, in most cases, soy lecithin (used as an emulsifying agent, which also helps with mouthfeel), are added to the chocolate liquor. The melted mass is then heated and cooled very carefully—a process called tempering—and poured into molds to form bricks or bars (or whatever shape the producers sells its final product in), cooled until set, and then released from the molds and packaged.

  CHOCOLATE TERMINOLOGY

  COCOA BUTTER: This is the highly valued fat from the cocoa bean. Cocoa butter is produced by pressing the beans to separate the fat from the solids. The by-product of this process is cocoa powder.

  NATURAL COCOA POWDER: This is the result of extracting the fat from the cocoa bean, and then grinding what’s left into a powder.

  DUTCHED OR DUTCH-PROCESS COCOA POWDER: This is cocoa powder treated with an alkaline substance in order to reduce acidity and darken the color. Dutch-process cocoa powder is more readily dissolved in liquids such as water or milk.

  UNSWEETENED CHOCOLATE: Remember the chocolate liquor created in Step Five above? Well, this is it. Unadulterated chocolate that may or may not have extra cocoa butter or soy lecithin added to it. But never sugar or milk. The form you buy at the market has been tempered and molded into bars, and is often called baking chocolate or cooking chocolate.

  DARK CHOCOLATE: This is cocoa liquor, some amount of sugar, usually vanilla, and sometimes soy lecithin. Basically, there are two types of dark chocolate: bittersweet and semisweet. For the most part, the two can be used interchangeably.

  BITTERSWEET CHOCOLATE: This is a slightly sweetened dark chocolate that, according to the FDA, contains no less than 35% cocoa.

  SEMISWEET CHOCOLATE: This is dark chocolate that has more sugar than bittersweet chocolate.

  MILK CHOCOLATE: This is chocolate that contains, according to the FDA, no less than 10% cocoa solids and 12% milk solids.

  WHITE CHOCOLATE: This is chocolate that contains cocoa butter, milk solids, and sugar, but no cocoa solids.

  CACAO: Technically, this is what cocoa beans are called before they are roasted. However, the term is now used interchangeably with cocoa.

  COUVERTURE: Dark chocolate to which the producer has added extra cocoa butter is called couverture. Confectioners (like me) use it for the coating chocolate on French-style truffles and it is the chocolate we use to line and seal our molds for Belgian-style truffles. Because of its extra-high fat content, couverture is usually not suitable for baking. Not that I haven’t tried. And this, above all else, is why I know.

  SINGLE-ORIGIN CHOCOLATE: This is chocolate made from beans that have been grown in a single region of the world. For instance, if a label specifies Venezuela or Columbia, then that means the beans used to produce that chocolate have been grown in those regions. It does not necessarily mean that the chocolate has been produced there.

  ESTATE CHOCOLATE: This is chocolate made from beans grown on a single farm or estate.

  It sometimes also helps to know what is not chocolate. Summer coat, compound chocolate, “candy melts,” and any “chocolate” made with anything other than the ingredients listed above, is not chocolate. A substance made with, say, partially hydrogenated vegetable fat instead of cocoa butter, does not follow the same rules as chocolate, will not behave the same way, and is an inferior product. Fake chocolate is just that: fake. And while I like an Elvis impersonator as much as the next gal, in the world of chocolate, there just ain’t nothin’ like the real thing.

  A CHOCOLATE CONSCIENCE

  Chocolate can be grown only in very few regions of the planet—those lands that lie between zero and twenty degrees north or south of the equator. Look at a map. See where this is? Many of these regions are in places that have recently been or are currently plagued with civil unrest, dicey human rights policies, war, slavery, and an alarmingly poor environmental conservation record. Unfortunately, cacao growers often take advantage of these situations and use slack labor laws and questionable agricultural practices to cheaply produce a commodity that they can, in turn, sell for large profits. I implore you to research not only the company that produces the chocolate that you use, but also where the beans themselves come from. There are some great companies out there that are using cacao and its universal appeal to do good in areas of the world that desperately need it.

  Chocolate makes us smile. So it makes sense that it should bring joy to the human and animal communities in which it is grown and produced.
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  CREATING (AND KEEPING) GOOD TEMPER

  WITH CHOCOLATE

  (OR, WHAT CHOCOLATE MAKING AND TOWN MEETING HAVE IN COMMON)

  There are several recipes in this book that call for melted and “tempered” chocolate. Tempered chocolate is not a special kind of chocolate that you need to order from a fancy gourmet food company. It is simply chocolate that you have done something special to—a very particular process of melting and cooling so that it sets and hardens smoothly, with a fine sheen and no blemishes. Tempering is not particularly difficult to do, but it is very hard to get right. And yet, it is an absolutely necessary skill to have if you want to create chocolates that are as good to look at as they are to eat.

  Around Christmastime, food magazines often feature candy recipes that call for chocolate that has been melted and tempered. When I started teaching chocolate-making classes, I paid very close attention to how these magazines explained the process of tempering. Many of these instructions I found to be incorrect or misleading; some were overly simplified; and other magazines left out tempering instructions altogether, leaving the reader to fend for him- or herself. Admittedly, it is very hard to tell someone how to temper chocolate without showing them as well. But still, I figured there had to be a better way.

  In 2008, I had the wonderful opportunity to attend a week-long professional chocolate-making workshop given by a gifted instructor from Ecole Chocolat in Vancouver, British Columbia. Our instructor accompanied her demonstration on tempering with a very clever real-life analogy, and it got me thinking about how the tempering process was so similar to many real-life situations, both literally and metaphorically. Even right here on Isle au Haut. So I will begin this tutorial with a story.

  The Annual Town Report, the islander’s harbinger of spring, appears in the island store right around the first week in March every year. Who needs daffodils and fuzzy baby bunnies to tell us that winter’s over when we’ve got 104 typewritten pages of scintillating town factoids? This little gem is packed full of goodies: Like what the town spent money on, how the annual summer library bake sale went, who hasn’t paid their property taxes, and what the proposed budget for the upcoming fiscal year is. It’s a much anticipated study guide for islanders as they get ready for town meeting, always scheduled for the last Monday in March.

  There is no event more ill-timed, in my opinion, than the Isle au Haut town meeting. After four months of being stranded on an inclement rock in the middle of the ocean with just forty-two other adults—some of whom you wouldn’t necessarily share dinner, much less an opinion—it’s just a bad idea to throw us all in a room together and demand that we decide the future of our town. No, we don’t all get along. And by the end of March, we’re all going a little nuts, and, quite frankly, there are a few people I’ve met over the years who I wouldn’t mind throwing overboard to test their buoyancy, if you know what I mean.

  Town meeting is an all-day event beginning promptly at 8:30 a.m. Work is put aside and townspeople are asked to contribute food to snack on throughout the day. Lisa Turner brings her 100-cup percolater (and, if we’re really lucky, she also brings her fish chowder), and everything is piled up on a table just below the town hall stage.

  Some years the meeting warrant has more than one-hundred articles, and because our community is so small, and tempers can run hot, all articles concerning the election of town officials (roughly twenty-five) are cast by written ballot. That’s right: we write it down on a little piece of paper, walk up to the front of the hall, and place the paper in a wooden box. This in an effort to keep our voting anonymous. But it’s all for appearances; the votes for contentious elections have been counted up on notepads around dinner tables the night before.

  Some years ago, town meeting fell on the day after Easter. The night before, we had dined on baked ham and a vegetarian pasticcio with several other folks at the home of Al Gordon and Kathie Fiveash. Kathie
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ho doesn’t fantasize about living on a beautiful Maine island?
How about starting a chocolate shop? Kate Shaffer did both
when she moved to Isle au Haut with her husband. Eventually
they opened Black Dinah Chocolatiers, now one of the
country’s most charming chocolate companies. This cookbook features more
than forty-five chocolatey recipes, from truffles to chocolate gingerbread
pancakes to whoopie pies. Each recipe is rooted in the landscape and
community in which it was developed, and Shaffer transports you to Isle au
Haut through stories and anecdotes that bring the recipes to life. Plus, Shaffer’s
expertise takes the intimidation out of working with chocolate, making these
recipes accessible to all. This armchair cookbook, with a foreword by best-
selling author Linda Greenlaw, will not only have you cooking up delicious
chocolate desserts, it will have you dreaming of how to incorporate some of the

magic of this Maine island chocolatier into your own life.
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