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The Kitchen of Earthly Delights
By LAUREL DELP

D

LAUREL DELP is a contributing editor at Travel Holiday and a features
writer whose work has appeared in a wide variety of newspapers and mag-
azines. Her work has also appeared in the Paris edition of The Collected
Traveler. She is currently at work on a novel, which is set in Laos at the end
of the 1950s.

he round-faced woman nudges me, laughing, and holds up
Tthree delicate maroon threads of saffron. Once she has my
attention, she drops them theatrically into the pot along with the
garlic, onions, and chickens. Wordlessly, she holds out a handful of
cumin for my inspection, then a bouquet of cilantro. She adds
water, and in moments the aroma envelops us like a cloud. We all
grin. The five Moroccan women, their hair tightly bound in scarves,
white aprons still immaculate at the start of day, are chefs at the
Palais de Fez restaurant, and they speak only Arabic. The waitress
who has been translating has left the kitchen, reducing us to pan-
tomime,

I am here this morning learning to cook a few traditional
Moroccan dishes in much the same way these women doubtless
learned, by watching other women. Moroccan cuisine, in all its
myriad regional variations, has been passed down orally, mother to
daughter, woman to woman, for centuries. It is, more than any
other, a cuisine of women.

Moroccan food is like the country’s Moorish architecture,
deceptively plain on the exterior, elegant and sensually detailed in
the interior. Of the countries of North Africa’s Maghreb—“far
west” in Arabic—it has the most refined cuisine. Tunisians rely on
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fiery peppers, and Algerians use only a fraction of the spices the
Moroccans use.

Most of us think of Morocco as forbidding desert, but in fact
its closest geographical cousin is probably California. The two
share long coastlines, high mountain ranges, and stubbly, rocky
desert but sweeping fertile valleys as well. The heart of Moroccan
cuisine is its rich, fresh produce; fruits and vegetables, fresh herbs
and dozens of home-ground spices, lemons preserved in salt, dates
and olives, along with farm-raised chickens and lamb and fresh
Mediterranean fish. In Morocco a tomato tastes like a tomato.

In the end, the ingredients of Moroccan cuisine are like a taste-
map of all the great empires that tried in vain to absorb this most
western end of North Africa, both before and after the Arabs swept
across the Maghreb in the eighth century, claiming it and Spain for
Islam. The Phoenicians probably brought the first olive trees and
saffron, but it was the Romans who established the olive groves and
vineyards. The Arabs brought lémons from Persia, oranges from
China, Asian spices and sugar. There’s no doubt the Moroccan
sweet tooth came from the Arabs, but the Chinese green tea that is
like mother’s milk to them (steeped with fresh mint and so heavily
sugared it tastes like syrup) first came with the Portuguese, who,
along with the Spanish, also introduced the bounty of the New
World, including potatoes and tomatoes. Through it all, Morocco’s
indigenous Berber tribes shrugged off all the invaders, absorbing
what they liked and making it their own.

“Along with French and Chinese, Moroccan is one of the most
complex cuisines in the world,” says Mohammed Sbai, owner of
Restaurant Ryad Zitoun in Casablanca. He gestures expansively. “It
takes three or four people just to prepare a bstilla.”

Today Moroccan cuisine remains rigidly traditional. Years of
French colonization—ending in 1956—resulted in a wealth of
cafés, most of which serve Moroccan dishes as well as French, but
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so far there’s been no fusion. No one has reinterpreted Moroccan
tradition through the techniques of haute cuisine. It remains cook-
ing of the home.

“To eat Moroccan cuisine in restaurants is fairly new,” says Sbai.
“And it’s very conservative. You must make couscous the same way
your parents did—no nouvelle cuisine. You won’t find couscous
with endive, for instance.”

In fact, twenty years ago, to preserve the cuisine’s authenticity,
the late King Hassan founded a cooking school, the Centre de
Qualification Hbteliére et Touristique de Touarga, located on the
grounds of the royal palace in Rabat. “Our role is to keep the tra-
dition alive,” says Noureddine Boutahra, the school’s director of
studies. “The king was afraid it would be lost.”

It’s a difficult cuisine to master. The students, all women, “must
learn all the regional dishes by heart,” he says. “The spices are very
complicated, and each city has its own variation on tagine"—a stew
cooked in a clay pot with a distinctive conical lid—*“such as lemon
or prune. You can find twenty tagines with prunes, each with a dif-
ferent sauce.” The young women who come here study for two
years, then go on to cook for Moroccan embassies overseas or in
government ministers’ homes. The school provides them with a reli-
able profession that’s considered honorable in this male-dominated
society, and for many women, it’s a ticket out of the grinding
poverty of village life.

The crenellated earthen ramparts of Marrakesh’s medina rise
shimmering out of the afternoon-sun-drenched plain like a garnet
apparition, the minaret of La Koutoubia Mosque dwarfed by the
snow-capped High Atlas Mountains. As dusk settles under a gold
gibbous moon, the vast open square of Djemaa el-Fna is a jostling
mass of Marrakshis and tourists, snake charmers and acrobats,
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street musicians and ghetto blasters, all wrapped in a hallucinatory
cloud of smoke from the dozens of charcoal braziers at food stands.
There are Berbers, Arabs, black Africans—and women; women in
traditional djellabas walking with younger women in tight jeans,
women with their heads covered and women with hair streaming
defiantly across their shoulders.

In Morocco women are on the cusp of a revolution, and nowhere
is this better illustrated than in Marrakesh, where the tribal south

. meets the sophisticated north, and international celebrities like Yves
Saint Laurent and Alain Delon have mansions. Most Moroccan
women still lead lives devoted to the home, but a growing number
are joining the professional work force, where they are more often
than not faced with open hostility. Even [, several times during my
travels, received lectures on the home being my proper place.

Further inside the medina, on the roof of Dar Yacout restau-
rant, three Gnaoui musicians are softly playing the opening strains
of a trance melody. A warm autumn breeze sets shawls and dresses
fluttering, and faces are eerily beautiful in the flickering light of cut-
metal lamps. As people finish their cockrails, waiters summon them
down the winding staircase to the dining area, a courtyard where
one wall resembles a Berber kasbah and the adjoining interior
rooms are elaborately tiled in traditional Moorish style. Crisp white
tablecloths are strewn with rose petals, and candlelight sets the cen-
tral pool glittering.

The meal mimics a Moroccan wedding feast, starting with a sea
of small dishes holding cooked salads meant to be scooped up with
flac bread. Next comes a chicken-tagine cooked with preserved
lemons and cracked green olives, then a couscous, and finally a
crisp, airy kteffa, a kind of Moroccan mille-feuille made of layers of
ouarka (a paper-thin dough, slightly thicker than phyllo, that’s also
used for bstilla) alternated with crushed almonds and an orange-
flower-flavored custard.
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“Pretty soon women will have all the jobs,” my dinner compan-
ion Hassan is muttering, taking a mournful sip of syrupy mint tea.
Earlier in the day we passed some of Marrakesh’s brand-new female
traffic cops, soon to be joined by female postal carriers, and the
indignity is still weighing heavily on Hassan’s mind. I can’t help
thinking of the women who must have prepared the banquet we’ve
just consumed. “Pretty soon,” he sighs, “men will have to become
belly dancers.”

I've had enough of his gloom, and I’'m pleasantly surprised in
Fez to have a female guide, an animated, dark-haired young beauty
named Amina. “Suivez votre guide!” she admonishes a portly
French tourist who’s lagging behind his group. The narrow cobble-
stoned streets of the thousand-year-old medina are an impenetrable
maze for the first-time visitor. The souks have not changed signifi-
cantly since the Middle Ages, and the constantly flowing throngs of
people and the heady mix of aromas quickly become surreal.
“Balek, balek!” someone cries, and Amina grabs me, flattening me
against a stained, peeling wall, as an overladen donkey labors
through, filling the entire passageway.

As we weave on through the jammed passageways, Amina deftly
fends off joking from male shopkeepers that just verges on the
insulting. She begins to talk about her life. Her boyfriend’s family
will never allow him to marry a woman working as a guide, she
says, but she must work to help support her family. “Even his boss
told him not to marry me,” she says. “Can you believe this?”

It seems impossible this beautiful young woman will have trou-
ble marrying. Even worse, she admits with a laugh, she can’t cook
at all. “In Morocco, you must prepare a special meal for your
mother-in-law to show her you can cook,” she explains.

“Oh! You must try this!” she cries, pointing at an unappetizing
mound of dried salted beef coated in lard. I sigh and hold out my

486 Moroceo



hand, and Amina finds me a piece that’s nearly lard-free. As we
walk along, I take a bite and laugh in surprise. It’s delicious. “It’s
halia,” she says. “We have it for breakfast.”

Fez is Morocco’s culinary capital, the city with, as everyone
agrees, the most refined cuisine. We pass a small square where live
free-range chickens and turkeys are being given a businesslike once-
over by women shoppers. “We call these country chickens,” Amina
says. “The others we call industrial chickens,” she adds with a sniff.
“You don’t serve those to guests. It would be rude.”

On another street mounds of green olives mixed with chopped
parsley and ground red pepper risc in pyramids next to sculptures
of lemons. There are green olives, purple olives, and black olives,
each with a specific use—you would use green olives, for instance,
only with chicken. Across the way a man is selling dates and dried
figs. Nearby in the spice souk a salesman shows me his ras el
banout, a mix of forty-five spices meant for “lazy” cooks. It’s good,
he says, for harissa, the mutton soup used to break the fast at the
end of the day during Ramadan. When I emerge from the medina,
I am dizzy from all the sensations.

We collapse at a zellige-tiled table on the roof terrace of the Palais
de Fez, where I have my first &tilla, a mix of pigeon, onion, egg,
almonds, parsley, cilantro, and spices wrapped in the parchmentlike
dough called ouarka, baked, then dusted with cinnamon and pow-
dered sugar. Azzedine Tazi, the owner, is planning a small cooking
school and is just finishing attractive guest rooms and a separate
kitchen for students on the lower floors of his dar, a former mer-
chant’s palace at the edge of the medina. “Come back,” he insists. “I
will put an apron on you, and you will learn to cook!” And I do.

That night the moon is full over the valley of cream-colored
buildings that is Fez. A breeze rustles the palm trees. Near the king’s
palace [ enter Maison Bleue through a long hallway dancing in the
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shadows cast by candles in Moroccan lamps. Inside the tiled court-
yard a man strums a guitar, singing songs that even without know-
ing a word of Arabic I know to be love songs.

Mehdi El Abbadi has turned the mansion his grandfather built
in 1915 into an antique-filled six-suite maison d’héte, and his
restaurant is Fez’s best. “Most of the restaurants do the basics,” he
says. “Here we try to do something different, like a special couscous
from the thirteenth century, or a chicken dish made with parsley,
cilantro, garlic, and saffron.” La Maison Bleue’s female chef cooks
no more than twenty-five dinners nightly, using only the best ingre-
dients—starting with “country” chickens—and it shows.

The meal is far and away the best I've had in Morocco. And the
Gnaoui duo that goes from table to table in the blue-tiled alcoves
off the courtyard has everyone clapping as the music mounts in
tempo and volume, and the castanet player stamps and bobs his
head so that the tassle on his red fez spins deliriously.

The road from Fez to the seaside capital of Rabat is surrounded
by eucalyptus-bordered farm fields. Just outside the stately old
imperial city of Meknes lie the vast Roman ruins of Volubilis, where
mosaic floors are all that’s left of merchants’ palaces and only bro-
ken stones mark what once were olive mills. This is a rolling land
full of olive and fruit groves, vineyards and valleys rich with pro-
duce, where the roads are lined with farm stands selling apples,
pomegranates, and garlands of brown-skinned onions. Live ducks
and turkeys for sale wander perilously close to the traffic.

I spend my last night at Dinarjat, a restaurant inside Rabat’s
walled medina. In spite of the establishment’s large sign by the me-
dina’s entrance, Dinarjat is not easy to find, and I gratefully accept
the help of a small boy who leads me to a big wooden door, then
darts away, happy with the handful of coins I've given him.
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My dinner is a sampling of three tagines: lamb with eggplant,
lamb with pear, and chicken with lemon and olives. Traditionally,
tagines are prepared with all the ingredients assembled before bak-
ing over a charcoal brazier, but most restaurants today take a short-
cut, cooking the meat first, then adding the prunes or lemons and
olives and spices to order for a short blast in the oven. None of the
student chefs from the Centre de Qualification Hételiére would
consider such heresy, but to a beginner like me, these faux tagines
are still delicious.

As I eat, the kitchen door occasionally swings open, and I can see
the women chefs sitting on stools, laughing as they relax at the end
of a busy evening, popping bits of food into their mouths. One
glances out and smiles at me. And here I am sitting in the tiled court-
yard of an elegant Moorish mansion. The waiters have washed my
hands over a tray of roses and sprinkled me with rosewater. A tenor
is singing Moroccan love songs. What more do I need?

Essentials

Several tour operators offer culinary tours of Morocco, but to cre-
ate your own, start in Marrakech, then work your way into the
countryside. Start by rounding up information from the Moroccan
Tourist Office (212-557-2520). Most flights from the United States
go to Casablanca; the easiest is Royal Air Maroc’s six-and-a-half-
hour nonstop from New York. From there, you can change to a
forty-minute flight to Marrakech on RAM (800-344-6726). Driving
around the country is fairly easy and safe; you can even rent from
AutoEurope (800-223-5555; about $350-$550 a week).

The hands-down best place to stay in Marrakech is La Maison
Arabe, in the medina. Each of the 10 rooms is different; some have
fireplaces and terraces, and all are impeccably decorated with the
best Moroccan furniture and rugs (1 Derb Asschbe; 044.39.12.83;
about $190-$400).
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For something more Western, try the 314-room Palmeraie Golf
Palace (044.30.10.10; rooms start at about $220), a sprawling hotel
with a golf course and six restaurants set in the chic suburb of Les
Jardins de la Palmeraie. And, of course, there’s the famed La
Mamounia, with its combination of Deco and Moroccan decor and
beautiful grounds set inside the medina (in the United States, call
800-888-4747; about $250).

And for dinner? While Yacout has good food, it’s much like
you'll get at any Moroccan restaurant: a prix fixe of about $55 per
person that includes wine and then the set menu of salad, tagine,
couscous, and kteffa pastry. Yacout, though, is one of the most
beautiful restaurants in the entire country, and patrons (lots of
locals, which is rare) dress the part (79 Sidi Ahmed Soussi;
044.38.29.29; about $110 for two; reservations are a must).

Fez is an eight-hour drive away, but it’s the centerpiece of any
food tour. I stayed at Jnan Palace (Avenue Ahmed Chaouki;
055.65.39.65; about $185), a big, modern hotel. For the most lux-
ury, try the Palais Jamai, Fez’s legendary hotel. A late-eighteenth-
century palace set in Andalusian gardens, it has been enlarged by
the French Sofitel chain to include modern rooms. Its Moroccan
restaurant, Al Fassia, is worth trying, as is a night in the hotel
(rooms start at about $210; dinner for two is about $80; in the
United States call 800-221-4542). Don’t leave town, though, without
trying La Maison Bleue, one of Morocco’s best restaurants, and my
favorite. It’s also an utterly charming six-room hotel (2 Place de
I’Istiglal Batha; 055.63.60.52; dinner for two about $100; doubles
start at about $250).

If you have an extra few days, go to Rabat, about two hours
from Fez. Rabat’s version of La Mamounia and Palais Jamai is La
Tour Hassan, which opened in 1914 and has been enlarged by the
Meridien chain (in the United States, call 800-543-4300; 26 Rue
Chellah; doubles start at about $180). And for a good dinner, go to
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Dinarjat restaurant, one of the few places I ate at in Morocco where
you actually get to choose your dinner from a menu (6 Rue
Belganoui; 055.74.239; about $100 for two).

This is a longer version of the artic[em that originally appeared in the February
2000 issue of Travel Holiday. Copyright © 2000 by Laurel Delp. Reprinted
with permission of the author.

Inside Marrakesh
By DoROTHY KALINS

[ ]

e
editors note

Here is an outstanding piece on the splendid cuisine and legendary hos-
pitality of this venerable Moroccan city.

At the time she wrote this piece, DOROTHY KALINS was editor of
Saveur.

hink of Marrakesh as an oasis in the pre-Saharan desert.

Warring nomadic tribes, armies of traders and invaders—
every culture has left its mark. The Arabs brought our religion
across North Africa around a.p. 700. The Almoravid princes who
built the walled city came north from the Senegal River in 1062. The
Spanish were ever present. The French protectorate lasted from
1912 until 1956. And each wave of conquerors had to contend with
the local Berbers, the tribal people from the mountains who were
here first. My father was a Berber from a remote village in the High
Atlas Mountains. He had two wives and twenty-four children and
lived to be 103.”
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