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[0 O Most people today think of chocolate as something sweet to eat or drink that can be easily found instores
around the world. It might surprise you that chocolate was once highly treasured.[] [ Researchers at the University
of Pennsylvania recently released a study. It suggested that people inCentral and South America first gathered the
cacao plant much earlier and for a different use than expertsonce thought. The researchers examined the chemistry
of substances found in ancient clay containers thatwere over three thousand years old. They discovered that the
substance came from an alcoholic drink madefrom the fruit of the cacao plant. The researchers believe it was the
interest in cacao as an alcoholic drinkthat led to the use of its bitter seeds to make what is now known as chocolate,
ol] [I Historians believe the Maya people of Central America first learned to farm cacao plants around
twothousand years ago. The Maya took the cacao trees from the rainforests and grew them in their gardens.They
cooked the cacao seeds, and then crushed them into a soft paste. They mixed the paste with waterand flavorful
spices to make an unsweetened chocolate drink. The Maya poured the chocolate drink backand forth between two
containers so that the liquid had a layer of bubbles, or foam.[J [0 Cacao and chocolate were an important part of
Maya culture. There are often images of cacao plants onMaya buildings and art objects. Ruling families drank
chocolate at special ceremonies. And, even poorermembers of society could enjoy the drink once in a while.
Historians believe that cacao seeds were also usedin wedding ceremonies as a sign of the union between a husband
and wife.[J [J The Aztec culture in current day Mexico also prized chocolate. But, the cacao plant could not grow
inthe area where the Aztecs lived. So, they traded to get cacao. They even used cacao seeds as a form ofmoney to
pay taxes or give as holy offerings to the gods. Only the very wealthy people in Aztec societiescould afford to drink
chocolate because cacao was so valuable.
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