CACAO

Benefits of Raw Organic Cacao
Raw Chocolate contains more than 300 known chemicals. Scientists have been working on isolating specific chemicals and their combinations that may explain some of the pleasurable effects of consuming chocolate. Caffeine is the most well known of these chemical ingredients, and while it's present in chocolate, it can only be found in small quantities. Theobromine, a weak stimulant, is also present in slightly higher amounts. Although caffeine and theobromine have relatively weak stimulant effects in cacao, it is possible that in combination, these and other potentially bioactive constituents do influence our liking for chocolate.

Theobrama cacaoResearchers have found that raw cacao named Theobroma by Linnaeus and means "food of the gods", includes substances that are chemically and pharmacologically related to the brain lipids anandamide. The word anandamide is derived from ananda, Sanskrit for 'bliss'. These N-acylethanolamines in cacao target the endogenous cannabinoid system of the brain, slightly mimicking the psychotropic effects caused by plant-derived cannabinoid drugs either directly (by activating cannabinoid receptors) or indirectly (by increasing anandamide levels in the brain). These findings don't mean that eating chocolate will get you high, but rather that there are compounds in chocolate that may be associated with the good feeling that raw chocolate consumption provides. Other chemicals in chocolate may inhibit the natural breakdown of anadamide. This means that natural anandamide (or introduced anandamide) may stick around longer, making us feel good longer, when we eat chocolate.

Phenylethylamine (PEA) is the chemical found in the brain of happy people. Fall in love, and your PEA level shoots up. You become peppy and full of optimism. If things go wrong in your life, especially your love life, your PEA level drops and you become listless and tired. Raw Chocolate is loaded with PEA.

In unfermented cacao beans, pigment cells make up about 11-13% of the tissue. The pigment cells contain approximately 65%-70% polyphenols and 3% anthocyaninins by weight.

Numerous in vitro studies have shown that polyphenolic compounds are powerful antioxidants that can protect cell membranes and cellular DNA from the damaging effects of free radical induced oxidative damage. The results of several epidemiologic studies indicate that regular consumption of foods rich in polyphenolic compounds is associated with reduced risk of developing cardiovascular disease and certain cancers. Recent experimental studies in both animals and humans have shown that increasing polyphenol intake can protect LDL cholesterol from becoming oxidized (a key step in developing atherosclerosis), lower blood pressure in hypertensive subjects, reduce the tendency of the blood to clot and elevate total antioxidant capacity of the blood.

The anthocyaninins give rise to the purple color of unfermented beans. Anthocyaninins encourage connective tissue regeneration and are anti-inflammatory. They promote blood flow and reduce cholesterol, in addition to being antioxidants. Anthocyaninins seem to stabilize and protect capillaries from oxidative damage and have been shown to stabilize connective tissue, promote collagen formation, improve microcirculation and help protect blood vessels from oxidative damage.

During fermentation of cacao beans, the anthocyanin is converted to quinonic compounds to give the bean its characteristic brown color. During this process, the bitterness of unfermented beans is reduced. During fermentation the polyphenols undergo a variety of reactions, including self-condensation and reaction with proteins and peptides. Approximately 20% of the polyphenols by weight remain at the end of the fermentation process. Roasting and other cocoa processing activities also cause changes. The level of polyphenols will vary with the variety of cocoa bean and with the degree of fermentation.

Other substances in chocolate that have been discussed as pharmacologically significant include histamine, serotonin, tryptophan, phenylethylamine, tyramine, salsolinol and magnesium.

Dark Chocolate and Cacao on Endothelial Function
This study in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition shows that heart health is increased by consumption of cacao. Blood pressure is reduced, and endothelial function improved in overweight adults.

Improve Your Health and Well-Being with Raw Chocolate
"Chocolate contains more magnesium than any other food. Magnesium is the number one mineral deficiency in the west. It is the most powerful stress relieving mineral. It also relaxes the muscles and builds strong bones and teeth." What more do you need?

Chocolate and Prevention of Cardiovascular Disease: A Systematic Review
Chocolate again scores well in a literature review for protective effects against heart disease. From the article published in Nutrition & Metabolism (Jan 3, 2006,) "The body of short-term randomized feeding trials suggests cocoa and chocolate may exert beneficial effects on cardiovascular risk via effects on lowering blood pressure, anti-inflammation, anti-platelet function, higher HDL, decreased LDL oxidation" and "Meanwhile, the large body of prospective studies of flavonoids suggests the flavonoid content of chocolate may reduce risk of cardiovascular mortality. Our updated meta-analysis indicates that intake of flavonoids may lower risk of CHD mortality".

Cocoa Intake, Blood Pressure, and Cardiovascular Mortality
Another study, from the Archives of Internal Medicine February 2006.

Plasma antioxidants from chocolate: Dark chocolate may offer its consumers health benefits the milk variety cannot match.
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Chocolate has been shown to have excellent antioxidant levels. ORAC (Oxygen Radical Absorbance Capacity) values of dark chocolate (13,120 per 100 grams) exceed those of prunes (5, 700); blueberries (2,400), strawberries (1,540) and spinach (1,260). Adding milk to chocolate does not help, in fact, it seems to block the activity of the phytochemicals responsible for the powerful antioxidant capacity of cacao. The August 28, 2003 issue of the journal Nature has a great article discussing the power of dark chocolate, of which, cacao is the key ingredient.

Cocoa has more phenolic phytochemicals and a higher antioxidant capacity than teas and red wine.
Cacao, 'the food of the gods' has received considerable attention lately as it has been found to contain one of the highest levels of antioxidants on the planet, exceeding red wine, green tea, and other exotic fruits and vegetables. Recently published in the peer-reviewed Journal of Agricultural Food Chemistry (December 3, 2003) is an article titled "Cocoa has more phenolic phytochemicals and a higher antioxidant capacity than teas and red wine". 
Administration of dark chocolate is followed by significant increase in insulin sensitivity and a decrease in blood pressure.
Cacao is showing benefits for reduction in blood pressure and greater insulin sensitivity in healthy persons. In an article titled "Short-term administration of dark chocolate is followed by a significant increase in insulin sensitivity and a decrease in blood pressure in healthy persons" published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, March 2005, insulin sensitivity was improved almost 12% in 15 test subjects given dark chocolate and systolic blood pressure dropped almost 6% among the same group.

Suppressive effects of cacao polyphenols on LDL oxidation and the development of atherosclerosis in rabbits.
More testing shows that the antioxidant effects of cacao are helpful in arteriosclerosis. Testing with laboratory rabbits showed, "The antioxidative effect of Cacao Liquor Polyphenols was superior to those of the well-known antioxidative substances, vitamin C, vitamin E and probucol." Arteriosclerosis, April 2005.

Flavanol-rich cocoa drink lowers free radical oxidative damage in humans.
Cacao may help lower the oxidative stress of strenuous activities - thus helping athletes to recover. Recent research "conclude[s] that dietary flavanols, using cocoa drink as example, can lower the plasma level of F(2)-isoprostanes, indicators of in vivo lipid peroxidation." Free Radical Biological Medicine, August 2004.

Chocolate's polyphenols on bowel health, antioxidant activity, and hydroxyl radical production.
Free radical decreases have been noticed in subjects eating chocolate. In one trial there was a 16% drop in the amount of expelled free-radicals, indicating a higher antioxidant level in the subjects taking chocolate. Found in Nutr. Cancer, Vol 47, Iss 2, 2003.

Ingestion of proanthocyanidins from cacao inhibits diabetes-induced cataract formation.
The procyanidin found in Cacao have also been shown to inhibit cataract formation in diabetic lab rats. Experimental Biological Medicine, January, 2004.

see also: 

Cocoa research from the World Cocoa Foundation (phyonutrients, antioxidents, flavanols, polyphenols, phenolics)
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Cocoa and chocolate research from the Chocolate Manufacturers Association

Vascular Effects of Cocoa Rich in Flavan-3-ols
Chocolate and Blood Pressure in Elderly Individuals With Isolated Systolic Hypertension
Cacao's benefit in supporting those with chronic diseases
Cacao in triglyceride (LDL to HDL) balance as well as key prostaglandin enhancement 
