
I am nine months pregnant and cannot, for the life inside of me, get back to sleep. I toss, 
I turn, I watch my husband have a dream. I take long strides across the apartment to 
stretch my legs, and then with a careful collapse onto the couch, my zonked stare stops 
at the pretty chocolate bars atop my coffee table. They are spread out like the perfect 
stationery I am not quite ready to write my letters on. 

Throughout this pregnancy, the question I have been asked most (after the classic, “Do 
you know what you’re having?”) is, “What do you crave?” I will tell you, I was looking 
forward to the weird food cravings—but, woe is me, it has been all about one thing and 
one thing alone: chocolate. In whatever form, I don’t care, I want it, and I want it now, 
please. A Kit Kat bar here, a scoop (or three) of Häagen-Dazs there. 

Until recently, however, it had all been feeling very old-hat. 

And then it happened. I met with Raaka Chocolate, an organic chocolate company 
sourcing rare cacao varieties from around the world, one that turns out virgin chocolate 
made from unroasted beans and works to complement them with unexampled flavors. 
Among them: mangosteen and pomegranate seeds, lapsang chai, bourbon cask aged, 
and others that will make your eyes roll, head spin and heart swell. 

There will be no going back to Hershey’s. 

Ryan Cheney and Nate Hodge are the refreshingly brilliant guys behind Raaka 
Chocolate. Working together with a small team out of their 3,600-square-foot factory 
located on a smokestack street in Red Hook, Brooklyn, their priorities go well beyond 
making and selling chocolate to the next pregnant lady who aches for cocoa. What sets 
Raaka apart is their desire to impact local community, raise social consciousness, and 
create better returns for farmers. The cacao beans they buy have been directly traded 
with Maya Mountain Cacao in Belize, Akesson’s Organic Farm in Madagascar, OKO 
Caribe in the Dominican Republic, and the CIAAB cooperative in Bolivia. In those 
regions, cacao farmers are receiving at minimum $500 above market price per metric 
ton of cacao beans. 

After sitting down with Cheney and Hodge, one thing became increasingly clear: 
they’re leading by example, and staying original along the way.
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Aside from a love of chocolate, what would you say truly bonds 
the two of you?

Hodge: Social impact. In any large organization, there are 
always going to be politics that get in the way of doing good. 
We both went to college and had a private liberal arts education 
at a time when we were constantly being taught that business 
was bad; you have to either buy everything local or just ignore 
what’s happening. You have to make a choice to either eat stuff 
that comes within a 200-mile radius, or blind yourself to what’s 
happening out there and accept that that’s just how the world 
works. That’s what bonded Ryan and I, and it’s what drives all 
that we do today. 

Cheney: I grew up with a family lineage that was sort of 
religious. I’m not religious, but part of that value system that was 
transmitted to me early on—and one that still feels really right 
to me—is to think about the less fortunate and to try to balance 
what people have access to. When I was young, I felt sensitive to 
people in tougher circumstances. It still makes sense to me to try 
to build balanced systems. 

How does Raaka play into that?

Cheney: Raaka is about serving people on the planet. One 
thing I’ve learned over the last five years is that chocolate is a 

competitive market, like most food and most businesses; and 
whenever there’s a chance to make a lot of money, people are 
going to come in and try to compete. That puts a lot of pressure 
on us to do a great job, but what motivates me is trying to build 
a system that can make as many people as happy as possible. That 
translates to the culture here at Raaka. I want to create a working 
environment where people are respected, where people are 
listened to, where creative ideas are supported. For each person 
who works here, I want to find out what do they want to do and 
to what extent can we help them grow and evolve. I even look 
at it from the perspective of death. This is all temporary. What 
do you want to leave behind and what actually matters to you?

You’re in partnership with a handful of growers across the 
globe. Can you tell me about one in particular that has made 
an impact on you? 

Cheney: One bean origin that we’re super excited to be 
working with is Maya Mountain Cacao. They’re a mission-
driven enterprise connecting small-producer cacao farmers in 
southern Belize with the United States chocolate industry. They 
do so many awesome things. In their first two years of business, 
between 2010 and 2012, they doubled the price of wet cacao in 
the region. They worked with Kiva Labs to give microloans to 
over 150 farmers. They do an annual farmers’ meeting where all 
the farmers in the community come together. They give awards 
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to people who have done great things with their farm, and they 
give tips on shade and pruning and how much sun you want. 
They helped a bunch of farmers get organic certification for 
their land, which helps the farmers fetch a higher price for their 
product. They introduced the idea of picking up wet cacao beans. 

It’s really hard to ferment cacao beans in small, tiny amounts 
and most of these farmers are small shareholder farmers who 
don’t have enough land to ferment their own beans. So they 
have a guy with a truck—his name is Dion—and he schedules 
time to go and reliably pick up all their beans. This means they 
can be fermented properly, which then translates to a higher 
price. Today, the beans that are leaving the country are of a 
much higher quality, and there’s more money to pay the farmers 
because they’re getting a higher price for the beans that leave. 
For most of the Maya Mountain Cacao farmers, cacao is their 
biggest cash crop now. 

What do you guys love about chocolate?

Cheney: I love the flavor. I love that it doesn’t have to be candy. 
I love that you can make a 100-percent dark chocolate bar and 
basically what you’re eating is seed paste—a seed of a tree that’s 
been ground up and the oils from that seed have crystallized and 
will snap and melt in your mouth. There’s a huge variety of flavor 

in beans, so for me it’s still really interesting to try a bar from a 
country I’ve never had before, or try a bar made from a bean that 
tastes totally different from anything else. But it’s the chocolate 
nerd/chocolate connoisseur community that’s more into that. In 
America, we’re still finding that people respond more to potato 
chips or bacon in chocolate than they do to a bar from Príncipe 
off the coast of Africa that has this very specific flavor. 

I love that chocolate is versatile. Nate is really great at recognizing 
how much can be done with it—how in parts of the world, like 
Central and South America, it doesn’t have to be regarded as this 
super sweet treat with lots of preservatives that sits on a shelf. It 
can also be something with chives in it, or mushroom.

What makes Raaka stand out from other chocolate 
manufacturers?

Cheney: From a flavor perspective, we don’t do dairy and we 
don’t do nuts. That means milk chocolate, buttermilk chocolate, 
sheep’s milk chocolate, chocolate with almonds—all are off the 
table. But if we want to explore that nutty flavor, we do things 
like work with sesame seeds. Or when we want to explore milky 
flavors, we work with coconut milk. But more than that, it means 
that instead of going the obvious route with a product, it’s always 
going to be, “What else can we do that’s unique?” 

Since you’ve constrained yourself to working with unroasted 
cacao beans, has it been a challenge finding those unique 
flavors?

Cheney: I think what’s happened is all of our innovation has 
been around what works with unroasted cacao beans, because 
clearly roasted beans taste different from unroasted beans. 
Since we’re not roasting, it’s always, “Which beans work? What 
ingredients work?” And because no one else is doing that, we 
end up creating flavors that are substantially different from a 
standard line of bars. 

Hodge: Our bars contain more of the natural tannins, so you’re 
getting the same pucker in your tonsils that you would if you 
were having a glass of red wine. Naturally, they’re more fruit 
forward than bars that are roasted to taste more chocolaty.

For the holidays, we do a box of truffles all made with artisan 
oils. There’ll be a coconut oil truffle topped with coconut pieces, 
a butternut squash seed oil truffle that’s coated and topped with a 
bright butternut squash powder, a sesame oil truffle that’s topped 
with toasted sesame seeds, and an olive oil truffle topped with 
dehydrated kalamata olives. As for a new product, we’re going 
to do a tahini square box. Six tahini and coconut milk chocolate 
centers with a dark chocolate and sesame seed crust that’s dipped 

in dark chocolate and then topped with a sesame sugar candy 
that we make at the factory. 

Cheney: And then in development—and presumably it will 
work—is a drinking chocolate. Shavings that we’ve made here 
that are designed to be melted into milk for hot chocolate. Sold 
with a custom mug. 

I have just about devoured this salted cherry wood bar. Would 
you say your chocolate has been received well? Everyone who 
tastes it loves it?

Cheney: [Laughs] Oh, no. Not everyone. 

Hodge: That’s one of the reasons why we try to develop so many 
bars on such a regular basis. It’s to find a way to connect with 
someone who normally wouldn’t connect with this product. We 
want people to taste a bar of chocolate, or come to the Raaka 
factory and really share in our enthusiasm. We want them to 
understand why we love chocolate so much. We want that 
enthusiasm to spread to that person. When there’s someone 
we’re not connecting with, we want to make a bar that connects 
with them. 
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