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Kulike Farm, Hakalau  HI 

Hakalau Chocolate Journal #2: 
May-July 2016 

In this edition, I will show you how we select cacao pods and get them 
started fermenting.  The process I will describe is unique to us, as far 
as I know.  It is just for small batches, from say 10 to 40 pods, resulting 
in from 1/2 to two gallons of beans.  As our cacao farm grows, so too 
shall this process!  But for now, here’s how we do it. 
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Selecting Pods 

Color is the major guide to pod ripeness.  We have both yellow and red varie-

ties of cacao trees.  Up until recently, cacao farmers and purchasers recognized 

three main varieties:  Criollo (red), Forastero (yellow), and Trinitario (hybrid – 

red/yellow).  Turns out that there are at least eleven varieties, and to really 

know what we have we would need to do genetic tests.  So, “red ones” and 

“yellow ones” will have to do for now! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If they start out green, they turn 

dark yellow when ripe. Also, as they 

ripen, their accordion-like pleats 

open out.  The yellow pod in this 

photo (right) is almost ripe. 

If they start out red, they stay red but 

the color lightens, and shows orange 

or yellow hints.  The pod in the fore-

front of this photo (left) is not ripe – 

it’s too shiny, and too dark red.  The 

smaller ones in the background, with 

a duller “patina” and an orange glow, 

are ready.   
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The Fingernail Test 

 

The final test for 

ripeness is to scrape 

a bit of skin off with 

your fingernail. If it 

is still green under-

neath, the pod is not 

ripe. 

 

 

You can see here 

that the color under 

the skin is yellow or 

orange – thus – 

ripe.  
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Opening Pods 

We gather up all the ripe pods 

by clipping them off the 

branches, and split them open. 

This can be done with a ma-

chete, or here, I used a knife. I 

am careful not to cut through 

the beans. I just cut ½ inch 

most of the way around the 

thick pod and then crack it 

open.  

The seeds, or beans, are held to-

gether by a core and are covered 

with a white fuzzy cotton called 

the “aril.”  In a perfectly ripe 

pod, the beans fall apart easily, 

but the aril is still cottony white, 

and hasn’t become clear or 

translucent. If the pod isn’t ripe, 

the beans will be too tightly 

packed together to separate 

from each other.  (A tragic 

waste!) 
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Enjoy the Aril! 

For a treat, you can suck the pulp off the beans.  It has a light, lemony-

sweet, refreshing flavor.  Children love it – my 4-year old neighbor asked 

me yesterday to not make chocolate out of them, he just wants me to 

show him the ripe ones so he can eat them now!  The beans themselves 

are too bitter to eat raw so you have to spit them out.  The core is chewy 

but can also be eaten. 
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Draining the Juice 

Next I drain the juice, letting the beans rest in one or more colanders 
for a day. As you can guess from the description of the aril, this juice 
too is incredibly delicious – lemony, fragrant, delicately sweet.  It spoils 
very quickly so it is usually just enjoyed immediately by whomever is 
lucky enough to be nearby.  I recently saw that there’s a company that 
makes it into wine.  I’m thinking of freezing it into popsicles!  



7 

 

Inoculating with Wild Yeast 

I then rub the beans on the underside of a banana leaf to gather the wild 

yeast that will help them ferment.  If you aren’t familiar with banana leaves, 

they have a white “bloom” on the underside, which is a naturally occurring 

yeast – similar to what you see on raspberry vines, or grapes.  On larger cacao 

farms, banana leaves are used to line and cover big wooden fermentation 

boxes, so I figured there was a yeast connection, and always make sure to in-

corporate banana leaves even though we aren’t using boxes yet. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

Beneficial yeasts for fermenting are also on the outside of the pods, and are 

also brought over on the feet of fruit flies and gnats.  Yes, you read that right 

– letting the little pests land on fermenting or drying beans is part of the pro-

cess.  
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Fermenting! 

For our small batches we put the beans in a Mason jar, usually with some 
of the banana leaf, and keep at 90 degrees in a mini-fridge-turned-
incubator.  (A light bulb on a thermostat is the source of heat.) 

 

This jar has too much juice – it was before I learned that we need to drain 
the juice off for the best flavors to develop.  You can see the fermentation 
bubbles forming.  It gets downright frothy in there! 

We ferment for a week, turning daily.  Here is where we’ll pick it up 

next time – more details on what’s going on when they ferment, how 

to tell when they are done fermenting (sight, smell, taste), then how 

we dry them. 
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I leave you with the path down to our  

waterfall. Aloha! 


