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Introduction



The Paula Wolfert I know is an adventuress, a sensualist, a perfectionist cook, a highwire kitchen improvisationalist. And this book is the story of her love affair with Morocco. Her passion is contagious. All the senses come alive, intoxicated by her evocations of cinnamon, garlic and mint . . . stirred by the promised taste of herb butter and saffron-sparked broth and by blurred fantasies of ritual Moorish feasts and the turmoil of the walled medina.


There are not too many otherwise sane and civilized humans capable of tears for a too salty green sauce, rage at a soggy noodle, ecstasy in a chocolate truffle. But Paula Wolfert is. And I am. We are soul sisters.


We met, of course . . . where else? . . . in Tangier. Two wandering American provincials meeting inevitably in the 007, pitch-dark, deserted discotheque on a narrow Moroccan street. We spoke only briefly. In those few minutes I learned we were both students of the late great kitchen genie, Dione Lucas. Paula had been Dione’s apprentice for a year and made the ultimate sacrifice . . . her gall bladder.


Two years later Paula Wolfert was in New York. One heard reports of her extraordinary couscous. And rumors about her Moroccan cookbook-in-work. We shopped together. Now . . . Paula Wolfert in action is not gentle. She moves through the greengrocer’s like an avenging demon. To Paula, an overage string bean is an outrage. A mushy tomato is a personal attack. The merchant of such shabby provisions gets withering scorn and muttered insults. Before her contempt, even tyrant greengrocers cringed.


I am invited to taste. Do I bring flowers? Wine? Bonbons? No, I bring cilantro (green coriander) because fresh cilantro is the badge of our friendship. (She can’t buy it in her neighborhood. I can. A friend would not cross town without cilantro.) Paula opens the door, a chicken nestled in one hand. Toasting almonds perfume the air. The apartment is cluttered with the gleanings of her Moroccan adventures: rugs and hassocks and samovar and earthenware tagines. And books, a shelf of classics, five of gastronomic texts. The kitchen is tiny, cramped, a treasury of mysterious herbs and powders and lemons pickling in their brine. And there is Paula cursing her recalcitrant oven thermometer, ripping chickens apart with bare hands, smearing and sprinkling and jabbing . . . trying by sheer force of will to coax a cloak of egg to hug the back of a baked bird.


And now proud bird to table . . . or cumin-scented stew . . . or sweet and savory couscous. Fingers tear at the steaming limbs. Paula shows us how to roll fluffy broth-moist grains into crumbling spheres. One night it is an experimental bastela. The next, an exaltation of quince. One evening I arrived after dinner, too late for shad stuffed with almond paste. The leftover fish was sitting on the counter. I tasted. Oh almond-perfumed glory! I couldn’t stop eating. “Don’t eat it,” Paula cried. “It’s too rich. Stop.”


“I can’t stop.”


She smiled. “You like it.” And she grabbed the plate away. I hated her. But an almond-paste crisis had been averted.


Good Food from Morocco says the title of this book, pointedly. Paula flatly refused to succumb to the fetish for quantity. She would not include a recipe unless she loved it. She would watch our faces as we ate. “What do you think?”


“Good,” I would venture.


She would taste. “Ecchh. Don’t eat it. It’s terrible.”


“No really, Paula, it’s quite edible. It’s just . . . not great.” But she would snatch the offending viand away and toss it into the garbage, leaving us to chew hungrily on our anise-scented bread.


“What did you do wrong, Paula?” asked Bill, her champion-hero-protector-writer-companion, one evening as we tasted a rather bland vegetable stew.


“Nothing,” she said. “I did everything right. The dish tastes exactly the way it should. I don’t like it. I’m not going to put it in the book.”


One day Paula telephoned in sheer euphoria. “The most absolutely fantastic thing happened today,” she began. Visions of great fortune tumbled through my head: legacies, lottery wins, emeralds, income tax refunds. “I discovered today that spring-roll skins are positively related to warqa,” Paula went on. Oh. . .


When the testing and winnowing and retesting were done, there was a wondrous and numbing feast. The ultimate bastela was so enchanting that when Paula started to remove it from the table, one guest simply would not permit it. “If you touch that plate, Paula,” she said, “I’ll bit your arm.”


Well, Paula is back in Morocco now, terrorizing the merchants of the medina. “It is great to watch her stomp through the market,” a friend writes, “looking neither to the left nor the right, ignoring the urgent pleas of mint merchants and lemon vendors as she makes her way to the very best bakoola and smen to be found. Not to mention listening to her prattle away in Arabic to her two astounded maids named Fatima while she literally throws meals together, waiting for the bread boy to come back from the village oven with the morning bread on a board held over his head.”


This book vibrates with that same delicious loving madness. I doubt that anyone who adores good food will be able to resist the book’s siren call to Morocco. So one day you will be wandering through the food stalls of Tangier’s medina maze. You may see a tall intense brunette pinching the quinces and poking the shad, sniffing smen, sneering at a battered peach or beaming over a plump squawking chicken. That’s Paula. Get her to take you home for lunch.


GAEL GREENE




                  Concerning the spices of Arabia let
no more be said. The whole country
is scented with them, and exhales an
odor marvellously sweet.


—Herodotus





Preface



The moment the Yugoslav freighter touched at Casablanca in 1959 I boarded a bus and rushed to Marrakesh, in search of the adventurous and exotic life. I felt immediately that I belonged in this country, and have never gotten over that feeling—I am still enchanted by all things Moroccan.


I lived in Morocco two years, then went on to Paris, where I spent eight years plotting ways to return.


Morocco is the only place I know where there is nothing that I do not love: the music, the great Berber city of Marrakesh, the long sandy coast, Tangier. I love the oases of the pre-Sahara, Fez in the early morning, the souks of the bled (countryside), the landscape that changes every hundred kilometers, and the Moroccans themselves, whose simplicity and hospitality always touch me and fill me, whenever I am away from them, with nostalgia and a deep longing to return.


And then, too, I love the food. For me it is one of the world’s great cuisines, but one that is, unfortunately, hardly known outside North Africa. Even in Paris, what passes for Moroccan food is very disappointing. For these reasons I finally decided, after years of cooking Moroccan dishes, to write a cookbook and reveal all I knew.


But as I began to work, I realized how little that was—there were so many mysteries, so many variations, so many good cooks I could never meet. Soon I changed my mind about writing a definitive work—that seemed an absurd and pretentious task for a foreigner—and, besides, I knew it would take a lifetime to complete.


So this book is not a comprehensive study of Moroccan cookery: rather it is about the “good food” of Morocco, the Moroccan food I like the best. My criteria for including recipes changed, too: it was no longer a question of finding a recipe for every Moroccan dish, but of finding or developing a good recipe for every dish that I felt tasted good.


Many people have helped on this adventure. I owe my greatest thanks to Consul General Abdeslam Jaidi and his American wife, Janet, and to his mother, Khadija Jaidi, in whose Moroccan kitchen I learned so much.


I also want to thank many others who have contributed to this book:


Khadija and Mehdi Bennouna of Tetuán and Rabat; Taleb Jouarhri of Fez; Touria Serraj of the Moroccan Ministry of Tourism; Majoubi and Miriam Ahardan of Oulmes and Rabat; Jaffa El Glaoui of Marrakesh; Abdelaziz Lairini of Tangier; Hadj Mohammed Liludi of Rabat; Fama El Khatib of Tetuán; Alqoh M’hamed, caid of Itzer; Paul Bowles, the writer and the American best versed in Moroccan things; Abouchita Hajouji of Fez; Zohra Lahlimi Alami of Safi; Lydia Weiller of Tangier and New York; James Skelton of Marrakesh; the Minister of Tourism, His Excellency Abderrahmen El Kouhen; Taïeb Amara, Pasha of Safi; Gloria Adelson, designer of this book; M. Ben Gabrit, Pasha of Chaouen; Aziza Benchekroun of Tetuán; Abdelhakim El Bahid, caid of Tineghir; Alan Lapídus of New York; John Hopkins of Marrakesh; Frances McCullough, my editor at Harper & Row; H. Lemdeghri Alaoui, Pasha of Essaouira; Omar Kadir, Mina Kallamni, Rakia Nadi, Corinna Scariot, Fatima ben Lahsen Riffi, Fatima Drissiya—all equally fine cooks; my mother, Frieda Harris, who helped test many recipes; and Bill Bayer, who tasted everything, traveled with me in Morocco, took the color pictures for this book, and shared my excitement in its making.





Important Notes to the Cook



A Moroccan cookbook written for Americans by definition alone must be a form of adaptation. Though I have painstakingly tried to reproduce the authentic flavors of Morocco in these recipes, it has been difficult in some instances to give more than a glimmer of their original tastes, due to the special Moroccan methods of cooking. I have altered these methods to fit into the American kitchen and its capabilities, using high oven temperatures to replace glazing under hot coals, cooking times allowing just enough time for American meat and poultry to cook to perfection (i.e., “falling off the bones” or meat that separates easily from the bone), and equipment lists with suggestions for sizes of pots and pans intended to fix the cooking times—these are easily adjustable, of course. I did not include in these lists the obvious kitchen knives, forks, wooden spoons, and so on, which I assume will be at hand when you start to cook.


A note about pronunciation: I have not included a guide because words differ, sometimes dramatically, from region to region. I have chosen the most widely used pronunciation and given a phonetic transcription. I beg those who may ever be embarrassed by mispronouncing a Moroccan dish my apologies.
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Moroccan Food


There are people, alas, who do not like Moroccan food. More than a century ago a certain Edmondo de Amicis had a “dreadful experience” in Tangier. He wrote: “The Arab dishes, objects of our intense curiosity, began to circulate. I tasted the first with simple faith. Great Heaven! My first impulse was to attack the cook.”


I have met people who have tasted couscous at some “couscous joint” in Paris and were unimpressed, or who ordered a “Moroccan specialty” at a Moroccan hotel and were served a tagine (a stew) consisting mainly of grease. At the Parisian “couscous joint” they were undoubtedly served the Algerian version of that great dish, undeniably robust but about as delicate as a fiery curry. And the friends who suffered at the Moroccan hotel endured an infuriating and disgraceful situation: with less than half a dozen exceptions there is no fine Moroccan restaurant in Morocco; in fact, in the gastronomic capital of Fez it is nearly impossible to find a restaurant that serves even halfway decent Moroccan food.


But those fortunate ones who have dined at a Moroccan home, or attended a Moroccan diaffa (banquet), know what the others have missed. Moroccan food is great, by any definition of that word. It may be the last of the great “undiscovered” cuisines—a situation I hope this book will remedy.


There are at least four Moroccan dishes (and probably many more) that can be compared, without exaggeration, to such great and unique specialties as the sukiyaki of Japan, Peking duck, bouillabaisse, and paella Valenciana.


First there is couscous, the Moroccan national dish, which Craig Claiborne has called one of the dozen greatest dishes in the world. I have included here recipes for seventeen versions of Moroccan couscous and descriptions of many more. Imagine a platter piled high with fine, light, tender, delicate grains of wheat flour that have been steamed over the broth of a delicately and exotically spiced chicken or lamb and vegetable stew. The grains are served along with the vegetables and meat, and doused with its delicious gravy.


Imagine, too, bastela,* the most sophisticated and elaborate Moroccan dish, a combination of incredibly tasty flavors representing the culmination of all the foreign influences that have found their synthesis in Moroccan culture. Bastela is a huge pie of the finest, thinnest, flakiest pastry in the world, filled with three layers—spicy pieces of pigeon or chicken, lemony eggs cooked in a savory onion sauce, and toasted and sweetened almonds—and then dusted on top with cinnamon and sugar.


And then there is mechoui, the Berber version of roasted lamb. The entire animal is roasted on a spit after the meat has been rubbed with garlic and ground cumin. When cooked the lamb is fully crisped on the outside, and so tender inside that you can eat it easily with your fingers—which, in fact, is the way Moroccans eat.


Or take djej m’sharmel,† one of the four versions of the famous Moroccan chicken, lemon, and olive tagine. The chickens are slowly simmered with soft, luscious olives and tart, preserved lemons in a silken sauce seasoned with saffron, cumin, ginger, and paprika. Like mechoui, the final result is meat that can easily be eaten with the fingers.


I could go on, could describe the exalted heights of shad stuffed with dates; spiced balls of ground lamb simmered in a seasoned tomato sauce in which, at the last minute, eggs have been poached; djej mefenned, braised chicken covered, at the very end, with a delicate coating of eggs; a rich stew of lamb, prunes, and sesame seeds that looks, when served, like a starry night; chickens and squabs stuffed with couscous grains and honey and nuts; Moroccan brochettes; the infinite graces and refreshing tastes of Moroccan salads; “gazelles’ horns,” crescent-shaped pastries filled with cinnamon-flavored almond paste; and m’hanncha (also known as “the snake”), a sublime coil of stuffed and browned pastry. The list is endless; I have described only the beginning. What about fresh green barley sprouts grilled with wild herbs and served with cold buttermilk? What about fish simmered with tomatoes and green peppers on a bed of celery or fennel stalks? What about the rich harira soup of chick-peas, vegetables, lemon, eggs and myriad spices? What about zucchini and tomatoes stuffed with delicately spiced ground meats? All these are part of the extraordinary Moroccan cuisine, and there are many more.


The Prerequisites for a Great Cuisine


To my mind four things are necessary before a nation can develop a great cuisine. The first is an abundance of fine ingredients—a rich land. The second is a variety of cultural influences: the history of the nation, including its domination by foreign powers, and the culinary secrets it has brought back from its own imperialist adventures. Third, a great civilization—if a country has not had its day in the sun, its cuisine will probably not be great; great food and a great civilization go together. Last, the existence of a refined palace life—without royal kitchens, without a Versailles or a Forbidden City in Peking, without, in short, the demands of a cultivated court—the imaginations of a nation’s cooks will not be challenged.


Morocco, fortunately, is blessed with all four. In its ever-changing landscape and geographical situation are riches that rival those of France. Situated in the northwest corner of Africa, only a few miles across the straits from Europe, with a Mediterranean coast and an Atlantic coast, with green fertile agricultural belts, five mountain ranges, and encompassing areas of desert, Morocco has every type of environment except tropical jungle. In this small but highly variegated space some of the finest raw ingredients may be found. There are the mint, olives, and quinces of Meknes; the oranges and lemons of Fez and Agadir; the pomegranates of Marrakesh; the almonds, lamb, and za’ atar of the Souss; the dates of Erfoud; the shad of the Sebou River; rosebuds from the Valley of Dades; walnuts, chestnuts, from the Rif; Barbary figs, also known as prickly pears, from the region of Casablanca; the honey of Tagoundaft; the barley of the Dra; the cherries of Sefrou; the melons of the Doukkala; the fish caught by the men of Essaouira; the seafood collected by the men of Safi; and the spices that for thousands of years have been brought to this country, first by Phoenicians, then by Senegalese traders and caravans that crossed North Africa from Arabia, the Sudan, and the Middle East. It is all there—Morocco is, literally, a land of milk and honey.


As for cultural influences, there have been an enormous number. The indigenous culture is Berber, and Berbers still constitute a good 80 percent of the people. (Berbers are not Arabs; ethnically they are Hamites with a suspected Nordic strain* but they embrace Islam, and it is in fact this common religion that holds the country together.)


In 683 Morocco was invaded by Arabs in what the painter-writer Brion Gysin has so aptly called the “Damascus Thrust.” An Arabian conqueror named Ogba ben Nafi reached Morocco in that year, and his invasion was followed by other waves of Arabs bringing the religion of Islam and the cultural influence of Arabia and the Middle East.


The Arabs, as everyone knows, went on to conquer Spain. Their Spanish empire, known as the Andaluz, founded in 711, produced a great and delicate culture, less strong in terms of military might than the kingdom of Morocco, but perhaps more graceful, excelling in such refinements as the art of courtly love and magnificent architectural feats. (Some of the greatest buildings in Morocco, the Koutoubia Mosque in Marrakesh, for example, were designed by Andalusian architects.) For centuries there was cultural exchange between Morocco and Muslim Spain; their reciprocal influences were perhaps as great as the original influence of their Arabian invaders.


Each of the great dynasties of Morocco—the Almoravides, the Almohades, the Merinides, the Saadians, and the Alaouites—included, at one time or another, kings whose power went far beyond the borders of present-day Morocco. Idriss II, the son of an Arabian shrif, founded Fez in the ninth century, and for hundreds of years that city was known as a center of Arab culture. The Almoravides, whose king Yusuf ibn-Tashfin (1061–1106) founded the city of Marrakesh, possessed an empire that encompassed half of Spain, more than half of Algeria, and extended as far south as Senegal. The Saadians were powerful as far south as Timbuktu, and Moulay Ismail (1672–1727), the man who built Meknes, was highly regarded by Louis XIV, with whom he exchanged many letters, including pleas that le Roi Soleil convert to Islam.


Morocco, on account of the invasions of Arabs and the exterior adventures of Moorish kings, was strongly influenced by Middle Eastern culture and the culture of the Andaluz. The Arabs learned culinary secrets from the Persians and brought them to Morocco; from Senegal and other lands south of the Sahara came caravans of spices. Even the Turks made a contribution; though their sixteenth-century North African conquest did not penetrate Moroccan territory, their cultural influence was felt within its borders.


From a culinary point of view these cultural influences can be seen quite well in the three gastronomic centers of the land. In the Berber city of Marrakesh the food is basically Berber, with a Senegalese and African influence. In the Arab city of Fez the cuisine shows the influence of the Andaluz. And in the Andalusian city of Tetuán the Spanish influence is strongest, with some Ottoman traces. Portuguese influence may be found in the cuisine of the Portuguese settlement cities on the Atlantic coast, and here Essaouira, a city of white buildings and blue shutters, became the home of a large Jewish population who worked out their own variations on the national cuisine. The Moroccans picked up tea-drinking from the British traders; and the French, from the forty-four years (1912–1956) of their protectorate, left behind some Gallic touches. There are indeed an enormous number of outside influences—the African spice meets the Andalusian chick-pea, the Saharan date confronts Middle Eastern pastry, Berber butter competes with Spanish oil—and then all merge to become Moroccan food.


The greatness of Moroccan culture? This nation had its days when its influence radiated thousands of miles from Fez, a city that was preeminent in theology, astronomy, medicine, mathematics, and metallurgy when Europe was deep in the Middle Ages. Fez was an Athens, a city of enormous vitality and refinement, and Moroccan knowledge of agriculture and irrigation (Marrakesh is basically a huge grove of palms, an enormous man-made oasis) made Spain flourish. In fact, after the fall of Granada and the final expulsion of the Moslems from Spain in 1492, Spanish agriculture began to suffer a reversal.


The high culture of Fez was developed in parallel with the rich folk culture that had strong Berber origins: that mad charge of horsemen known as the fantasia; Berber trance-dancing; the great Berber pilgrimages (moussems), which are today important tourist attractions; folk music and poetry; and the basic cuisine of the mountains and plains.


This cuisine would certainly be worthy of attention even on its peasant level, but, as developed in the kitchens of the royal palaces of Fez, Meknes, Marrakesh, and Rabat (the four royal cities), it reached summits of perfection. The Moroccan dynasties always originated in powerful warlike tribes, whose leaders, as soon as they obtained power, were quickly refined. Thus the Saadians, who came from the pre-Saharan Valley of the Dra, were transformed from primitive tribesmen into regal monarchs, their tombs in Marrakesh being among the most lavishly decorated in all Morocco. (The garden of these tombs, by the way, is filled with a glorious ambrosia, the result of high, thick hedges of rosemary.) In the same way, in our own time Thami el Glaoui, whose power rivaled and sometimes exceeded the power of the sultan, was transformed from a feudal warlord of the High Atlas stronghold of Telouet, into the pasha of Marrakesh; friend of Winston Churchill, he dealt with premiers and presidents of France, and moved, in the latter half of his long, ruthless, and now generally discredited life, in the most civilized and refined international circles.


These monarchs and lords, as soon as they learned to entertain in regal style, began to make great demands upon their chefs to produce some of the great cosmopolitan specialties of Morocco. A case in point is bastela, which had humble origins in a simple Berber dish of chicken cooked with saffron and butter. It was combined with the primitive Arab pastry called trid, enhanced when later Arabs brought the fine art of Persian pastry making to Morocco, and was further embellished with Andalusian ideas until it became the bastela we know today.


People still speak with awe of the food served in the king’s house. One hears rumors of “mounds of pigeons” each differently stuffed, flowing to diners on golden platters and then being whisked away, only to be replaced by equally luxurious foods. Meknes, a royal city conceived like Versailles as a place devoted to court life, was where much of modern Moroccan cooking reached its final form.


Moroccan Cooking—A Shared Heritage


Unlike her American or French counterpart, a young Moroccan girl, recently married, cannot go to a bookstore and find a text that will teach her how to cook. This cuisine has not been codified; there is no Moroccan culinary establishment, no Moroccan equivalent of the Cordon Bleu. The cuisine developed in the kitchens of the palaces is found throughout the land in less luxurious forms.


It is not surprising that nearly all Moroccan cooks are women, for cooking is considered woman’s work, and a Moroccan wife spends much of her time preparing food. The cooking knowledge that is passed from mother to daughter, mother-in-law to daughter-in-law, is also shared in another way. When a family feasts, the female relatives and neighbors will come and help with the work. This constant cross-fertilization, this sharing of culinary knowledge, has kept the culinary art alive in a country where the number of literate people is extremely low. A person who cannot read or write, who cannot note things down or find knowledge in books, must develop his memory to an extraordinary degree.


The Philosophy of Abundance


There is a fine Moroccan restaurant in Marrakesh, called La Maison Arabe, which has sometimes been called one of the greatest restaurants in the world. I think this is an exaggeration, but I cannot deny that La Maison Arabe, run by Madame Larochette, whose dishes are prepared in accordance with the methods of the legendary Rhadija of the household of the Glaoui, is probably the best Moroccan restaurant in the world. The food is always fabulous at La Maison Arabe—I have never failed to eat extremely well there—but there is something about this famous restaurant that I do not like. Though the food and decor are Moroccan the spirit is not. One is served, for quite an extravagant price, only as much as one can eat. If you are four people you will get sufficient food for four. The philosophy is French middle class—parsimonious, rigid, and austere. (Once when I asked for a second glass of mint tea I was told that the kitchen was closed, and, besides, the house was out of mint.) This is not the way a dinner in a Moroccan home is served. The thing that is missing at La Maison Arabe is the philosophy of abundance.


Arab hospitality is legendary—an embarrassment of riches, total satisfaction, abundance as an end in itself and as a point of pride for the host. At a Moroccan diaffa (banquet) so much food is served that you can’t imagine who is expected to eat it. Dish after dish is offered, each piled high. After a few bits, if there are many courses—and at a grand diaffa there can easily be as many as a dozen—these platters will be whisked away. To puritans like us this may all seem vulgar, ostentatious, showy, and chauvinistic. To Moroccans it is the essential requisite of a feast.


At my first few diaffas I worried about these barely touched, high-piled platters going to waste. Later I learned the truth, that not a speck of them would be wasted, for the kitchen was filled with people—women, children, relatives, servants—all of whom would finish off every crumb.


Moroccans have large, healthy appetites; perhaps it takes them longer to achieve that state of total satisfaction which they call shabaan. The fact that after an entrée of bastela or an array of salads, or both, a mechoui, a succession of tagines (chicken, lamb, and fish), and an enormous platter of couscous, there still remain a dessert of fruits and nuts to be devoured and then some glasses of mint tea to be drunk strikes many foreigners as decadently lavish. But even in a poor house such an abundance of culinary riches can be presented when the occasion warrants, because the vegetables vastly outweigh the meat in tagines; the sauce is always what counts, and the lack of expensive ingredients goes unnoticed.


Nineteenth-century foreign travelers to Morocco have described some incredible dinners. Walter Harris, a correspondent for the London Times around the turn of the century, wrote of a dinner in Marrakesh at which he was served with seventy-seven different dishes (he selected only fifteen to try). A certain Dr. Leared, who wrote a book entitled Visit to the Court of Marocco [sic], told of a dinner given by the prime minister at which he was served thirty dishes of meat and poultry, twelve salads, and thirty-two sweetmeats.


Here is an extremely verbose description from a nineteenth-century book about Moroccan cuisine that may give some notion of the Moroccan sense of culinary abundance:




Now the Moorish paradise is a glutton’s dream. Its soil, of whitest wheaten flour, is irrigated by rivulets of milk and wine and honey. The musical branches of the immeasureable tuba tree, which adorns the celestial palace-garden of the Prophet of Islam, are laden with exquisite fruits, and ready-dressed banquets of thrice a hundred courses in golden dishes, such as the Slave of the Lamp served up to Aladdin. In short the haven of the Moor is an elysium wrought out of a pastry-cook’s shop and a harem where the existence of the blessed will be one eternal “guzzling-bee,” somewhat similar to Sydney Smith’s description of the future state of beatified epicures—“the eating of pâtés de foie gras to the sound of trumpets.” No wonder therefore that the Moor’s summum bonum here and hereafter is repose and abundance.*





Moroccan hospitality is notorious for its flourishes and sweet suffusion, well conveyed in this nineteenth-century dinner invitation:†




To my gracious master, my respected lord. . . . This evening, please God, when the King of the army of stars, the sun of the worlds, will turn toward the realm of shades and place his foot in the stirrup of speed, thou art besought to lighten us with the dazzling rays of thy face, rivalled only by the sun. Thy arrival, like a spring breeze, will dissapate the dark night of solitude and isolation.





After sending out an invitation like that the host was virtually obligated to serve a great succession of exquisite courses.


I have noted that the Moroccan banquet bears a curious and striking resemblance to the Chinese. First, the dining process is communal—many people crowd around a circular table and serve themselves from central dishes. In China the last dish before dessert is always rice; in Morocco it is couscous, another and perhaps more fanciful grain. In both countries the number of courses can go very high, and it is a point of pride for the host to offer his guests as many different things as he can. Each cuisine plays games with its diners’ palates, playing off salty against sweet against spicy, and varying the textures of successively offered dishes so that the diner will experience a full range of culinary pleasures. Each also ends its meals with what is basically a ceremony of tea.


There is another resemblance in the actual cooking process, discussed more fully in Chapter 6; the pastry for bastela, called warqa, is made precisely the same as the dough for Chinese spring rolls—a method of pastry making unique to these two regions of the world. But the two cuisines differ in their basic ways of preparing food. The key to the preparation of a Moroccan tagine (stew) with its spices and accompanying vegetables and fruits is long, slow simmering in a shallow, glazed earthenware pot. In the city of Tetuán there is a saying that food should be cooked until it is “standing in the sauce.” The great amount of spices naturally gives Moroccan food a piquant flavor, but not, usually, a spicy-hot one. Your tongue and lips will not be burned, as they would be by the hotter types of Chinese food, such as Szechuan, or those from India or Korea.


An old book on Andalusian cooking describes this process so well that it might well be describing the Moroccan tagine-simmering method itself:




The philosophy of the Spanish [i.e., Moroccan] cuisine is strictly oriental—it is the stew or pilaf. The prima materia on which the artist is to operate is quite secondary; scarcity of wood and ignorance of coal prevent roasting; accordingly sauce is everything; this may be defined to be unctuous, rich, savory, and highly spiced. . . .*





How to Eat Moroccan Food


With the exception of couscous (which is sometimes eaten with a spoon) Moroccans eat with the first three fingers of their right hands. This is in the tradition of the Arabs, who always, before they dine, go through an elaborate hand-washing process. At a Moroccan dinner a servant or a young member of the family assists each diner by holding a basin beneath his hands, pouring water over them, and then offering him a towel from an extended arm.


Bread is very important in Moroccan dining, both as food and as an implement for grasping hold of meat or vegetables, swirling them in the gravy of a tagine, and then transporting them to the mouth. Moroccan bread, being highly absorbent, is also ideal for sopping up the savory juices.


Bryan Clarke, in his book Berber Village, describes the folklore of eating with the fingers: “To eat with one finger is a sign of hatred; to eat with two shows pride; to eat with three accords with the Prophet; to eat with four or five is a sign of gluttony.”


Though couscous is sometimes eaten with a spoon, any self-respecting Moroccan will eat his national dish with his fingers—a difficult process for an unschooled foreign visitor. A nineteenth-century travel writer described this process miraculously well:




With the points of the fingers of the right hand a portion of grains is drawn towards the side of the dish. It is fingered as the keys of a pianoforte till it gathers together; it is then taken up into the hand, shaken, pressed till it adheres, moulded till it becomes a ball; tossed up and worked till it is perfect, and then shot by the thumb, like a marble, into the open mouth.*





However, such delicacy has not always been observed. A very old book entitled Account of Barbary, published in 1713, contains the following passage:




When he (the Sultan) is intent upon a piece of work, or eager to have it finished, he won’t allow himself to go to his meals, but orders some of his eunuchs or negroes to bring him a dish of kuscoussoo [couscous], which he sits down and eats after a brutish manner; for as soon as he has rolled up the sleeves of his shirt, he thrusts his arms into the dish up to his elbows, and bringing a handful from the bottom he fills his mouth, and then throws the rest into the dish again, and so on till he is satisfied.





A Moroccan meal is best eaten in a traditional dining room, which also doubles for receptions. The walls are lined with luxuriously cushioned divans and a circular table is set up in a corner. After the meal, for the serving and drinking of mint tea, the diners will spread out and lounge on the divans so they can stretch their legs.


Some Moroccan families cover their table with a piece of opaque plastic and simply throw bones and other inedible bits right onto the table. Afterwards the servants simply roll up this plastic sheet—bones, garbage, and all—and carry it away.


All of this may sound barbaric—no pun intended on the word Berber, from which the word “barbarian” originally comes—but it is actually an extremely sensible way to eat, ranking with Chinese chopsticks and Indian hands and fingers, and opposed to the decadence of using all sorts of silver utensils. I find that Moroccan food always tastes better when eaten Moroccan style—the contact between fingers and a hot tagine, fingers and a crisp bastela, fingers and a tender mechoui, always adds to the pleasure—and I urge everyone to eat a Moroccan dinner this way. It is sensible, too, in that there will be far fewer dishes to wash, since the cooking vessels (earthenware tagine slaouis) double as serving platters and communal plates.


I also urge everyone to make Moroccan bread. It is not at all difficult enhances Moroccan food enormously, and makes eating with the fingers pleasureful and tasty.


Moroccan Regional Specialties


Moroccan food is more or less homogenous; the country is unified, and its cuisine is distinct, even from the other two countries of the Maghreb, Algeria and Tunisia. But, like all countries with great cuisines, Morocco has its regional specialties.


The three great gastronomic capitals, Fez, Tetuán and Marrakesh, have developed their own variations of particular dishes, as well as some dishes that are special and unique. And considering its modest size, Essaouira must also be thought of as a great city of food, as, to a lesser degree, should Tangier, Safi, and Rabat. But it is in the regions of Morocco—the Rif Mountains of the north; the Middle Atlas area, which is totally Berber; the Souss in the southwest; and the pre-Sahara—that one finds the most spectacular differences and inventions in food.


The pre-Sahara and the outlying oases are a little harder to get to than Fez or Marrakesh, but they are among the most fascinating places in Morocco, and anyone who has the chance should visit them. In the farthest reaches, wandering Arab tribesmen not only eat camel, but also gazelle and hedgehogs, jackals and desert foxes, which they serve with simple, flat loaves of bread made from Indian millet, wheat, or barley. In some parts of Morocco there is even a bread made with locusts!


The people of the Souss are hard working, and they have huge appetites. There is a tree that grows only in their area, the argan, that produces a nut from which a delicious oil is extracted and then used in various foods. The “hamburger” of the Souss is asidah, a pyramid of cornmeal mush served in a wide, shallow wooden dish with a knob of fresh butter on top. Here, too, you may have a chance to eat the famous bluefish, or the tiny, delicious bird called the ehyell.


Baraka


Finally, a word about one of the most mysterious things in Morocco—a land, by the way, that according to many of its inhabitants is inhabited by numerous spirits and supernatural powers—a kind of magic called baraka. Baraka, according to those who know, is the power to multiply food. Thus a person with baraka can live on very little; if a man has some couscous and baraka he can presumably multiply his couscous into as much of that grain as he will need in his lifetime, and even into everything else he needs to eat. If you have baraka, you must not call attention to your poverty or else your power of multiplication may be lost. Baraka is something very personal, something that lies between the person who has it and the universe.
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TWO
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The Souks


I find American supermarkets seductive—everything is in its place, well-lighted and under one roof, the prices are clearly marked, and I can do my shopping in a few minutes. But I am not seduced, for I miss the chaos of Moroccan souks, the endless haggling, the crush of people, the freshly harvested goods so lovingly displayed, the squawks of live poultry, the spice stalls choked with fabulous seasonings and all sorts of dried insects and rare barks alleged to have magical properties.


The Moroccan word souk literally means “market,” a place where anything is bought and sold. In cities where there is an old, walled medina, the section devoted to market stalls is called the souiqua. Here, if you have lived in the city for a while, you will know exactly where to make the best deal on a belt, a barrel of olives, a chair, a screwdriver, or even an “underground” item like hashish.


In Fez, for instance, where the medina is perhaps the world’s most complicated maze, each street seems to have its own trade, and only a born-and-bred Fassi can find his way about. Every time I’ve gone into the medina of Fez in search of some cooking utensil or some special spice, I’ve gotten lost, had an adventure, and somehow emerged more or less intact, usually with the item I originally wanted to buy, plus, always, many things more.


In Marrakesh, too—where, on the other hand, the maze is less complicated—I’ve never failed to see something, some inexplicable bit of street action or some inscrutable sight, that has kept me puzzled for days. In these great cities the Moroccans have a life style that is endlessly fascinating, and often very difficult to penetrate and understand.


The country souks are marvelous, too, and on a recent trip I was struck again by the honesty of the Berber people. I drove with Madame Jaidi, who had kindly consented to let me work in the kitchen of her traditional Moroccan home, to the little souk of Tiflet in the Middle Atlas in search of some thick country honey. It was a hot day, we were both tired, and since the souk was built on a hillside we asked a young Berber man if he would help us out. We explained what we wanted, he said he knew a good place to buy, we gave him money, and he disappeared into the crowd. I wandered around, and then, after an hour, when he failed to reappear and we were all set to drive away, he came running down the hill carrying a can of honey and our precise change. Why had it taken him an hour? Because, he explained, that was how long it took him to negotiate a good price. The honey, of course, was delicious, as country food usually is.


In the oasis of Goulimine there is a souk devoted entirely to camels. I once spent a morning there watching the furious trading on a flat piece of beige, stony earth, where the camels looked more sure of themselves than the young men who waited in line to consult a medicine man. The haggling over the camels was ferocious, but the medical interviews were grave, with much sympathetic nodding of the head and the inevitable finale, when the medicine man dispensed, no matter what the ailment, a pink packet of French aspirins. I didn’t buy a camel, of course, but that may have been the one time I visited a souk and returned empty-handed.


Everything Moroccan that I own is combined in my mind with the story of how I bought it, including my favorite rug, which I bought for ten dollars in the town of Chichaoua, where it looked like a flame against the countryside, the people’s clothing, the tents, and everything else. In Morocco shopping is an intricate process in which the pleasure and the adventure are forever part of your memory.


Shopping is a crucial matter when it comes to preparing good food, too. Though an absolutely delicious chicken with lemons and olives should, ideally, be made with Moroccan olives, preserved Moroccan doqq (a fragrant lemon especially amenable to salt preservation) and Moroccan chickens raised in the Moroccan style and butchered the Moroccan way, it is still possible to make a sublime version of this dish with materials that are available in the United States. The trick, of course, is to shop carefully, to buy always for quality, to use organically grown vegetables if possible, and to settle for nothing less than the finest spices.


That is what this chapter is about: turning the markets of your town into souks, searching out the best purveyors of meat, vegetables, spices and fish, buying carefully and selectively so that you can make delicious Moroccan food. Any of the special ingredients you need for my recipes can be bought from the firms listed separately in the back of this book. Do take the trouble—a Moroccan dish may have a totally different flavor if a crucial aromatic is left out. But in the end most of my recipes do not involve the purchase of exotic materials. Moroccan food is basically made of humble things: lamb shanks and chickens, tomatoes and parsley, butter and olives. But they must be well bought, and thus these notes on spices, herbs and aromatics, fragrant waters, olives, oil, butter, eggs, honey, couscous, chick-peas, and utensils, with some recipes thrown in on the preparation of some of the basic components—such things as preserved lemons, smen, ras el hanout, hot harissa sauce, and “coriander water.”


SPICES, HERBS, AND AROMATICS
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Wandering among the spice stalls in a great city like Fez, seeing myriad spices displayed in huge bags, small boxes, and glass jars with cork stoppers, the visitor is struck by the idea that the Moroccans have fallen in love with every spice in the world. In fact, this love of spices is in the tradition of their ancestors, who brought with them, on their great sweep across North Africa from Arabia, a sophisticated knowledge of their use in perfumes and medicines, for the enhancement of food, and as currency for trade. Since biblical times spices have been a symbol of luxurious living in the Middle East, and the earliest practitioners of the spice trade—the ancient Phoenicians, who were among the first foreigners to visit Morocco—began something that the Arabs have embellished and made into a way of life. The caravans that crossed the desert, and brought aromatics to people who treasured them like gold, became one of the economic pillars of the Arabian empire. The Moors taught the Spaniards the value of spices, and thus disposed them to stake the spice-seeking voyages of Christopher Columbus.


There is a misapprehension about spices in our country—the idea that they are used by people in poor nations to cover up the bad taste of corrupted food. The corollary of this belief is that “pure” foods like broiled steak represent some sort of cultural and culinary advance. In fact this is not true at all: spices are used in countries like Morocco and India not to cover up but to enhance the taste of food. Cooks in these countries have a deep understanding of how spices should be used. Displaying none of our fearful calculation with measuring spoons and scales, they toss them into food with an apparent abandon that reflects a precise awareness of how far they can go without overwhelming a dish. While we are in awe of spices and use them conservatively, they are lavish with them and yet never push them too far.


Spices cannot help a tomato that has the texture of cardboard, or resuscitate rotten meat, or do much to improve the taste of a chicken so fattened by hormones that it has lost all traces of flavor. Spices can be used to stretch the taste of foods, to push them to a certain point without destroying or breaking up their inherent flavors.


THE TEN IMPORTANT SPICES
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In Moroccan cooking there are ten important spices that are used over and over again; they appear frequently in recipes, and the prospective cook should always have them on hand: cinnamon, cumin, saffron, turmeric, ginger, black pepper, cayenne, paprika, aniseed, and sesame seeds.


CINNAMON: There are two kinds, Ceylon cinnamon (Cinnamomum zeylanicum), called dar el cini in Morocco, which is light tan and delicate; and cassia cinnamon (Cinnamomum lauri), called karfa in Morocco, which usually comes from Saigon, and has a stronger taste than the Ceylonese variety and a little less delicacy of flavor. Cinnamon is used frequently in Moroccan food, as a final dusting in a Berber harira soup, in salads, bastela, kedra, couscous dishes, and desserts.


CUMIN (Cuminum cyminum), called kamoon in Morocco. This is one of the indispensable spices. Used frequently in fish and chicken dishes, brochettes, and mechoui, it is a most important component for ground-meat dishes (kefta). Cumin seeds smell like old hay, but when they are ground in a mortar the released aroma is sensational. They are grown all along the North African coast and also in Mexico, where the taste is the same but the aroma is different.


SAFFRON (Crocus sativus), called zafrane in Morocco. A very small amount of saffron can totally change the aroma and color of a dish, and, happily, only a small amount is ever needed, since saffron is the most expensive spice. To harvest one ounce you need to raise more than five thousand crocus flowers, each of which supplies only three tiny stigmas. The collection of the crocus stigmas was once a specialty of Moroccan Jews.


Saffron threads should be brittle before being pulverized, or else some of their potency will be lost and too bitter a taste imparted. To make them brittle place them on a plate set over a pan of boiling water or dry in a warm oven. After ten minutes or so, pulverize them in a mortar. A pinch or two is all that will be needed.


Some Moroccan recipes call for “saffron water.” To make saffron water soak 1/4 teaspoon pulverized saffron threads in 1/2 cup hot water. Saffron water will keep about a week in a refrigerator if covered. If a recipe calls for a pinch of pulverized saffron you can use 2 tablespoons of saffron water instead.


TURMERIC (Curcuma longa), called quekoum in Morocco. Turmeric comes from the root of a tropical plant of the ginger family, and has a clean, bitter taste. In Moroccan cooking it is sometimes mixed with saffron for reasons of taste and economy. The soup called Harira always contains a spoonful.


GINGER (Zingiber officinale), called skinjbir in Morocco. Ginger has a sweet, peppery flavor and is used often in Moroccan cooking, especially (along with black pepper) in tagines and all dishes with a m’qalli sauce. Though there are many qualities of ginger used in Morocco, including the white variety from Japan, which is extremely delicate, all the recipes in this book assume the use of Jamaican ginger, the best quality available in the United States.


BLACK PEPPER (Piper nigrum), known in Morocco as elbezar. This spice, so familiar and so good, is always added early in the cooking of Moroccan food so its coarse taste has time to mellow.


CAYENNE (Capsicum frutescens), known as felfla soudaniya in Morocco. This yellow-orange colored spice is used mostly in southern Morocco, where many dishes reflect the influence of Senegalese cuisine.


PAPRIKA (Capsicum annum), known in Morocco as felfla hlouwa. Though Hungarian paprikas are the best in the world, Spanish paprika is quite good, readily available in America, and the most commonly used variety in Morocco. It appears in Moroccan salads, vegetable tagines, kefta, virtually all the tomato dishes (except the ones that use cinnamon and honey), and in the indispensable fish marinade known as Charmoula. Brown paprika is the poorest quality, but one cannot trust bright red purely on sight, since it has often been colored with cochenille. The only way to check the quality of paprika is to open up a jar and smell and taste it.


A paprika mixture called felfla harra (sharp and aromatic peppers), made up of equal parts of sharp paprika, cayenne, and ground long peppers, is used in some fish dishes, dishes that feature lentils, and in khboz bishemar, which I call “Marrakesh Pizza”.


Paprika doesn’t keep well, so I suggest you buy it in small amounts, and store it in a screw-top jar in a dark, cool place.


ANISEED (Pimpinella anisum), known in Morocco as nafaa or habbt hlawa. There are many types, but the best is the green aniseed from Spain, which has a strong, warm flavor. Aniseed is fragrant and tastes like licorice; it is used in Moroccan bread, cookies, and some preparations of fish.


SESAME SEEDS (Sesamum indicum), known in Morocco as jinjelan. Sesame seeds are cultivated in Morocco and also in the Far East as the source of an important oil. They are used in Moroccan bread and desserts, and when toasted they are a popular garnish for chicken and lamb tagines.



NINE SECONDARY AROMATICS
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These flavorings—allspice, caraway, cloves, coriander seeds, gum arabic, fenugreek, licorice, honey dates, and orrisroot—are used much less frequently than the ten important spices, and need not be kept on hand unless you choose to execute the one or two recipes in which some of them appear. Others are described here simply as curiosities.


ALLSPICE (Pimenta officinalis), called noioura in Morocco. This reddish-brown berry, with its special taste that combines the flavors of cloves, nutmeg, and cinnamon, is sometimes used in chicken dishes, in old recipes for couscous, in some varieties of kefta, and in a bastela made in Fez.


CARAWAY (Carum carvi), called karwiya in Morocco. Caraway grows in great abundance in the Rehamma Plain between Casablanca and Marrakesh. It is not used very often, but appears with garlic in Harissa Sauce, and in the famous snail dish called boubbouche, where it joins twelve or fifteen other aromatics in good quantity.


CLOVES (Eugenia caryophyllata), called oud el nouar in Morocco. Rarely used in Morocco, though it appears in some couscous recipes more than a century old.


CORIANDER SEEDS (Coriandrum sativum), called kosbour in Morocco and not to be confused with the herb, green coriander, which grows from these seeds, has a different taste, and is used frequently in Morocco. Coriander seeds are used very infrequently, but when they are it is with great vigor—for example in mechoui Roasted Lamb, when they are rubbed with garlic and cumin into the lamb flesh, and in the preserved meat called Khelea.
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