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Overview of Talk 

ÅHistory of chocolate 

ÅReview of clinical research on 
health benefits of chocolate 

ÅOur research on epicatechin  

ÅImplications for you 

 





CACAO in MesoAmerica 

 For over 3500 years, chocolate 
has been associated with 
luxury. The Olmeca, Aztec, 
and Mayan  cultures were 
greatly influenced by Cacao.  

  
 The Maya culture transmitted 

knowledge of cacao by means 
of oral tradition, multicolored 
stone engravings, paintings, 
ceramics and codices where 
its medicinal uses were 
described 



 Treating fatigue, faint heart and alleviating panting 
of breath 

 
 Treating emaciated patients to gain weight 
 
 Stimulate nervous systems of apathetic exhausted 

or feeble patients 
 

 To improve digestion, stimulate kidneys and 
improve bowel function 
 

 

 

Cacao was used by the 

Aztecs and Mayans for its many 

health benefits 



The unusual powers of cacao 

 The Mayans & Aztecs 

believed that eating cacao 

would make them strong & 

invincible 

 

 



Cacao: A multiuse natural product 

Cacao was used as 

currency & offered 

in religious 

ceremonies by the 

Aztecs 



Theobroma CACAO 

 One of the world's most 
magical and incredible 
trees is the cocoa tree. 
The botanical name is 
Theobroma Cacao, which, 
roughly translated, means 
άŦƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƎƻŘǎέ ƻǊ 
ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅΦ άDƻŘ 
ŦƻƻŘΦέΣ ¢ƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ 
Theobroma cacao was 
first applied to the cocoa 
tree by Carolus Linnaeus.  
 



Fast Forward to Modern Day:  

The Kuna Indian Story 



 Kuna islanders consume a high 

amount of a crude cocoa beverage 

containing high amounts of the 

compound epicatechin 

 

Epicatechin is responsible for the 

ñbitterò taste of dark chocolate 

  

 

 

The Kuna Indians are living proof of the benefits 

of cacao consumption 



The consumption of 

cocoa high in epicatechin 

is thought to be  

responsible for the low 

incidence of 

cardiovascular disease in 

the Kuna Indians 

 

 



 KUNA vs. US Death Rates 

DISEASE MAINLAND ISLAND USA 

CARDIOVASCULAR 83.4Ñ0.7 9.2Ñ3.1 250 

CANCER 68.4Ñ1.6 4.4Ñ4.4 175 

DIABETES 24.1Ñ0.7 6.6Ñ1.9 22 

STATS PER 100,000 

Int J Med Sci. 2000, ;4:53-58 



 To make 1 kg of chocolate, 300-600 beans are processed 

 Beans are washed and roasted. Next they are de-hulled. The nibs are 
what is left and are ground into a thick creamy paste, known as 
chocolate liquor 

 This "liquor" is separated into cocoa powder (50%) and cocoa fat 
(cocoa butter=50%). Cocoa powder has the flavanols which are very 
bitter in taste and acidic 

 Cocoa butter is used in chocolate bar manufacturing, other 
confectionery, soaps, and cosmetics 

 Adding an alkali produces Dutch process cocoa powder, which is less 
acidic, darker and more mellow in flavor, also lower in flavanol content 

The processing of cacao 



    Epicatechin 

Epicatechin :  A Pleiotropic Compound 

ÅDecreases blood pressure 
ÅImproved Insulin Sensitivity 
ÅDecreases Platelet Adhesion 
ÅLowers incidence of MI and Stroke 
ÅPrevents age related decline in 
kidney function 
ÅReduces LDL cholesterol 
ÅNo known toxicity 
 

Adapted from Corti et al, Circulation 2009 









Epicatechin Reduces Infarct Size by 82% 

Area at risk 

Infarcted area  

Control: No treatment 
 

Epicatechin 10 mg/kg  

Infarcted area  

Undamaged 
tissue  

p=<0.001 n=6  




