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Sweet
salvation
Seeking a break from the stresses of everyday life,
Sue White takes a cue from the Mayans and indulges
in some serious chocolate therapy – all without
leaving the confines of Perth’s Fremantle port

I

t’s a sunny Sunday afternoon in

that Willow, along with wife Catherine,

glistening, the markets are buzzing

returned to Perth to make it a mission to get

and as a holidaymaker I should be

the base ingredient of chocolate back on

enjoying it all. But today I’m tired of

the public radar. Intrigued by the popularity

playing tourist. In fact, I’m tired of playing

of the couple’s raw chocolate therapy

anything: Writer. Friend. Sister. Daughter.

workshops, I was keen to uncover what

Journalist. Tired of every single hat.

really goes on at these cacao ceremonies.

Turning my back on what’s often referred

Upon quizzing Willow, I learn that we’ll

to as the best-preserved 19th-century

be sitting on the floor for around three

seaport in the world, I decide to spend the

hours. Yes, three hours. There’ll be music,

afternoon worshipping something other

meditation and the occasional sip of cacao.

than sand or shops. Instead, I’m going to

The latter will come as a drink, providing a

dedicate myself to something many would

hit of magnesium that promises to make my

consider far more life changing: chocolate.

nervous system sing for days.

It’s not a food festival I’ll be attending, nor

“In its purest form, cacao is almost bitter.

some new, cocoa-inspired buffet. Rather,

We blend the cacao nibs with water, chilli,

I’ll be gaining inspiration from the Mayans,

canela (cinnamon) and agave to sweeten

a culture that famously dedicated plenty

it and make it digestible,” he says. If the

of time to revering this superfood. After all,

experience of past participants is anything

in its unprocessed form, cacao – the basis

to go by, I’ll leave feeling different. But I’m

for chocolate – is a mood enhancer, stress

not the first to wonder out loud if I’ll last the

reducer and magnesium boost wrapped in

distance. “We use music in the ceremony.

one brown bean. So why not spend a few

Sound helps stop the mental chatter and

hours celebrating its qualities?

makes it easier to focus,” Willow says.

Making my way to a nondescript
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It was after a long stint in Central America

fabulous Fremantle. The sea is

Inside the hall, large backdrops covered

community hall in North Fremantle, I quickly

with cacao nibs set the scene. I choose my

discover I’m not alone in needing some

place in a large circle of cushions set up on

time out from the everyday. The monthly

the floor for around 20 people. The crowd is

ceremony held here typically packs in the

mixed. There are older folks, younger people,

punters, with plenty of return visitors.

singles and couples. There are young-looking

“Cacao helps us drop our roles and tune into

hippies who sit so gracefully on the floor

our deeper self. Not the ‘surface self’ that is

that they must’ve eschewed chairs since the

a lawyer, writer, father or mother,” says

onset of adulthood, and retirees who’d look

Willow Francis of Roar Superfoods, one of

more at home at a chamber music festival

the event’s organisers.

than at this cacao shindig.
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On each cushion lies a blindfold, but not
just any blindfold – it’s a “mindfold”. Rather
than smooshing against closed eyelids, it’s
designed to allow the wearer to keep her
eyes open. “Some people find that more
comfortable,” Willow says.
The experience certainly has the potential
to be kooky, but Willow and Catherine turn
out to be the perfect facilitators, running a
relaxed yet tightly focused ship. We start
off with a short contemplation intended to
help us focus. We can wear the blindfold or
not and choose to sit with our eyes open or
closed; whichever feels right.
Each of us is asked to state our intention
for the session. While mine, a simple “Be
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still and open,” doesn’t give much away,
there are a number of surprisingly candid
statements. Some participants are here to
get over a break-up, while others just need a
break from the everyday grind. There are a
few who have just caught the cacao bug and
are looking to find out what happens when
they explore further.
By now, I’m getting slightly nervous.
Have I got it in me to sit still for so long?
Could downing a couple of cups of bitter
chocolate really change me for the better?
And just how comfortable am I likely to be
with a blindfold on for three hours?
Luckily, the soundtrack promptly kicks in
and the first track – featuring a thunderclap
and the reassuring patter of rain – brings
the self-examination to a close. The noise
does its job; diverting my attention from

SOUTH AMERICAN “SUPERFOODS”
CACAO
Packed with vitamins and minerals, cacao
beans are especially rich in magnesium.

QUINOA
Pronounced “keen-wah”, this hot
superfood was once found only at health

The beans end up as nibs, which are used

food stores (and prior to that, in the homes

in cooking. Warning: raw cacao and store-

of the Incas, who saw its value over 6,000

bought chocolate are two different beasts:

years ago). This protein-packed (GI) grain

the latter is typically packed with sugar.
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is now sold at most major supermarkets.
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ACAI

MACA POWDER

This small fruit of an Amazonian tree

Originating in the Andes, maca root has

is heralded for its high levels of anti-

been consumed in Peru for thousands of

oxidants. Though in Oz it’s considered

years. Supporters tout its usefulness in

something for health food enthusiasts,

improving circulation, enhancing fertility

in Brazil it’s hugely popular; acai pulp is

and boosting the libido. Buy it at health

poured on foods and added to smoothies.

food stores or online.
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the wooden floorboards of the room and

invites deep meditation. Admittedly, like a

transporting me elsewhere. There are

number of other participants, I’m now lying

tracks with drumbeats that approximate the

down, so I may have dozed off. But I don’t

beating of a heart, others featuring soothing

think so. There’s no doubt that halfway

melodies and still more with waves of sound

through the ceremony, there’s a noticeable

that manage to tap into my thoughts and,

shift. As I take my second serving of the

I soon realise, my emotions. The net effect

cacao mix, I feel lighter, cleansed and

is to put me beyond thinking – at least

more clear-headed. Eventually, the whole

temporarily – thus freeing me to just let go.

experience is over and I have to admit, I feel

Part way through the ceremony, there’s

better. No, beyond better; good. Refreshed.

a pause to introduce the star of the show:

Relaxed. And with two burning questions:

cacao. A cool, thick liquid is served in

“Could this stuff be just a little bit magic?”

individual cups and I’m grateful that the

and “When can I do this again?”

organisers have gone to the effort of
sweetening it. I start with reverent sips

KEEN FOR SOME CACAO?

but soon realise I’d rather just get it down.

Upcoming ceremonies take place from

I throw back the last half like it’s tequila.

29 Sep-9 Nov. The cost is $80 per

Given that both cacao and tequila hail from

person. www.cacaoceremonies.com

the same part of the world, surely that’s in
the spirit of things.
While the first half of the ceremony
prompted self-doubts, the second half
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Tigerair flies regularly to Perth from
Melbourne. Book your flights at
www.tigerair.com

WHERE TO STAY
LITTLE RED WAGON
While Fremantle’s vibe is
distinctly bohemian, some of the best
accommodation options in the area
are more wild west than hippie chic.
Not far from South Fremantle and
within easy reach of Freo’s café strip
lies Little Red Wagon. This timber
railway cottage built in the 1900s is
set in a tranquil garden. Room rates
are about $110 per night. tel: (0)414
698 820 (Jenny)

*

THE MOSAIC CARRIAGE
Another rail-inspired
accommodation in the same part of
town, The Mosaic Carriage began life
as a wheat carrier before morphing
into a mosaic artist’s studio and now,
a comfortable, self-contained double
accommodation. It’s a stone’s throw
from the beach and local cafés. Room
rates are about $150 per night. tel:
(0)400 364 408 (Jacquie),
www.mosaiccarriage.com.au

*
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WILL DRINKING A COUPLE OF CUPS OF BITTER CHOCOLATE
CHANGE ME FOR THE BETTER?

