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Food By Julia Schmitt Healy

hocolate and coffee. Not just any run-of-the-mill 
chocolate and coffee, mind you. I refer to “serious” 

bean-to-bar chocolate and premium coffee, brewed in mi-
cro batches, and it’s made right here in our region. 

Step into the Moka Origins factory store in Honesdale, 
PA, and you will have entered a magical place that com-
bines helping small farmers in Africa and elsewhere with 
the American quest for high-end, artisanal quality food 
products.

After a short drive on the grounds of the Himalayan In-
stitute,  you come to a sprawling, repurposed dairy barn, 
complete with two silos and attached mini-barns. Through 
the open door, the smell hits you immediately. The scene is 
bucolic, but the aroma compels you to go inside as quickly 
as possible.

Huge burlap bags of coffee beans are stacked up on the right, 
looking quite quaint and old-timey. But in the corner, you 
see a 21st-century roasting machine operated by a laptop. 

We were greeted by co-founder Jeff Abella, whose sunny 
disposition made one feel most welcome. Wanting to 
know the backstory of the operation, we learn that he and 
co-founder, Ishan Tigunait, have long associations with 
the non-profit Himalayan Institute. (In fact, Tigunait is 
the CEO of the Institute.) Abella notes, “One aspect of the 
teachings of the Dalai Lama is to look outside ourselves 
and help others.” 

C This idea came to fruition in 2014 with the development 
of the farm in the North-West Region of Cameroon, with 
which a “dear friend” had connected them. After receiv-
ing a land grant from the Cameroon government, as well 
as cooperation from local authorities and regional kings, 
Abella and Tigunait have been able to create a sustainable 
farm in an area that is suitable for cacao, plantain (banana), 
and higher up, coffee plants.

The initial work in Cameroon focused on the basics. The 
region needed running water, electricity, and roads. They 
built a camp, dug a well, planted a tree nursery, and added 
a solar electric system, for starters.

But the two men have been mindful to not only invest in 
infrastructure, but also in people. Education and public 
health are supported through their work. They encourage 
the farmers to plant a variety of healthful commodities 
such as herbs and vegetables. The idea was to work with 
the local community so they could develop food self-suf-
ficiency. Processes, such as crop-planning and rotation, 
which is better for the soil over time, have been introduced 
along with bringing in tractors and irrigation systems.

“We are an LLC and separate from the Himalayan Insti-
tute. We rent our space from the Institute and are a for-
profit business. At the moment, we partner with about 
3,700 farmers who own and operate their own farms.” 
Abella explains that in this way, communities of farmers 
can be taught best practices in a sustainable model.
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Moka Origins 
Doing Good by Eating Well

Continued on next page



Their commodities are Fair Trade (although not all are 
fair-trade certified), and the concept is to help farmers 
move away from single “poverty crops” where the soil gets 
depleted. The farmers in that system end up negotiating 
with “Big Agra,” who might buy an entire crop but pay 
very little, since the farmer has no bargaining power. 

It’s no surprise that the reason a Fair Trade product costs 
more is because the farmer actually gets more, which then 
helps local communities as a whole. Supporting local and 
social enterprise is not only ethical, it reverberates into the 
well-being of the entire area.

When you visit the Honesdale factory, you are given the 
chance to sample some of the products. Moka Origins 
sometimes makes limited-quantity chocolates—we tried 
a quinoa-coconut number that is their current special se-
lection. But they also have two varieties of  regular dark 
chocolate, a cherry chocolate bar, a sea salt chocolate bar, 
and a lemon ginger chocolate bar—all of them fabulously 
tasty. And as a coffee snob, the brewed Cameroon Coffee 
was, in a word, perfect. Strong but not bitter and a won-
derful complement to the chocolate.

If you have never seen raw cacao or coffee beans, you might 
wonder what the unassuming, dull, brownish things are in 
the two vases centered on the wooden table in their aes-
thetically pleasing entry room. Clearly, you can’t tell a book 
by its cover in this case. They are the unroasted ingredients 
that are transformed into what you are now sampling!

The company micro-roasts coffees from several countries 
including Guatemala, the Dominican Republic, and Ethi-
opia. Roasting coffee seems to be a straight-forward busi-
ness. You harvest the beans, sort them by hand looking for 
any little stones, and then you roast them.  

Cacao beans, however, are another story entirely. There 
are many steps. Pods, which contain 30-50 seeds, have 
to be picked and opened. Next, they are cleaned by hand 
with the surrounding pulp left on. They are then heaped 
in piles, covered with banana leaves and fermented over 
several days. Next, they are dried in the sun, being turned 
frequently over a period of a week or two. Finally, they are 
ready to be packed and exported.

Once the beans arrive in Honesdale, they are cleaned and 
roasted. Then they undergo winnowing, which is a crush-
ing sort of process that separates the nibs (the meaty parts 
of the bean) from the shells. And there’s more! The nibs are 
put into chocolate stone grinders, and after 4 days, they 
have become a paste. Organic sugar is added and then the 
chocolate is “conched,” which is a process of kneading and 
heating. The resulting chocolate is then “aged” over a pe-
riod of a month, and finally, it’s tempered and poured into 
chocolate bars.

Abella explains that their chocolate only has two ingre-
dients—cocoa and sugar, unless they have added fruit or 
some other natural ingredient. “Many mainstream choco-
late bars only have 10% to 20% actual cocoa in them,” he 
says ruefully. “Our 85% Moka bar is 15% organic sugar 
and 85% cocoa—nothing else!” Every bar is hand wrapped, 
first in gold foil and then in attractive paper packaging.

You won’t find Moka products in Whole Foods—yet. 
Moka Origins has a certain amount of retail distribution, 
but it is proceeding slowly as it builds its production ca-
pacity. Available now are Moka Boxes, which are sort of 
like Fruit of the Month Club subscriptions. The purchaser 
chooses the items desired (coffee, chocolate or both), and 
the company delivers a monthly box, with free shipping. 
Single gift boxes are also available for ordering.
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There is a small gift shop area in the barn where you can purchase t-shirts, 
tote bags, and—of course—the signature chocolate bars and several variet-
ies of coffee. (They will even grind your coffee for you, if you don’t have a 
grinder at home. Which you should have in your kitchen, by the way, but 
that’s an article for another time, I guess!)

In 2020, plans are underway for the opening of two Moka Origins caf-
es—one in Waterloo, IA, and another in Honesdale, PA.

Also planned is the opening of a pop-up store on the Upper West Side in 
Manhattan. Slated to open Saturday, November 30th, and running through 
March 28th, this beautiful space will educate shoppers about the art of craft 
chocolate making and ethical trade. The shop will be located at 486 Am-
sterdam Ave, New York, NY.

As my friends and family age and their houses burst with candlesticks, pic-
ture frames, and other gifts from holidays past, I find myself looking for con-
sumables to give. This year, I already know what I’m sending. To combine a 
humanitarian gesture with a gift that won’t gather dust seems—sweet.

Moka Origins’s brochure beautifully puts it, “Empowerment comes in 
many forms—ours just happens to be delicious.”
.......................................................................................
Moka Origins is located at 952 Bethany Turnpike, Honesdale, PA. It can be 
reached at 570.979.1010 or visit mokaorigins.com. Free weekend tours and 
tastings are scheduled every Saturday, 10 a.m.–2 p.m.

Julia Schmitt Healy is an artist, educator and writer who divides her time 
between Manhattan and Port Jervis, NY. Her work will be featured at NADA 
Miami, December 5th–8th, 2019, at the Western Exhibitions Gallery booth.
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