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NOTES


• All spoon measurements are level unless otherwise specified.


• All eggs are medium (UK) or large (US), unless otherwise specified. Uncooked or partially cooked eggs should not be served to the very old, frail, young children, pregnant women or those with compromised immune systems.


• Fruit and vegetables are medium-sized, unless otherwise stated.


• Chillies are fresh, unless otherwise stated.


• When a recipe calls for the grated zest of citrus fruit, buy unwaxed fruit and wash well before using. If you can only find treated fruit, scrub well in warm soapy water before using.


• Ovens should be preheated to the specified temperatures. We recommend using an oven thermometer. If using a fan-assisted oven, adjust temperatures according to the manufacturer’s instructions.


• To sterilize preserving jars, wash them in hot, soapy water and rinse in boiling water. Place in a large saucepan and cover with hot water. With the saucepan lid on, bring the water to a boil and continue boiling for 15 minutes. Turn off the heat and leave the jars in the hot water until just before they are to be filled. Invert the jars onto a clean dish towel to dry. Sterilize the lids for 5 minutes, by boiling or according to the manufacturer’s instructions. Jars should be filled and sealed while they are still hot.
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Morocco is one of three countries known collectively as the Maghreb (Morocco, Tunisia and Algeria), perched at the northwest corner of Africa, like a culinary gateway to the native influences of central and northern Africa, to the ancient and medieval traditions of the Arab world to the east, and to the Andalusian flavours of southern Spain across the water. Geographically diverse, Morocco has a little bit of everything – desert, mountains, fertile inner and coastal plains, and an enviable coastline on the Mediterranean and Atlantic oceans – and remarkably for its location it experiences all four seasons, providing the soil with sufficient rain for substantial crops of wheat, maize, vegetables, herbs and fruit.


The indigenous population of Morocco are the Berbers, whose culinary roots have absorbed the influences of early traders, invaders and colonizers: the Phoenicians, who established trading posts along the coast; the Carthaginians in the 5th century BC; the Romans who made the region a Roman province under Emperor Claudius; and the Byzantines when the Roman Empire divided. The 7th-century Arab invasions across the Middle East and North Africa had a big impact on the region, both in a cultural and culinary way, as most of the inhabitants were converted to Islam, the Arabic language, and the restrictions that the religion imposed.


The Arabs also brought the spices of the East, such as ginger, saffron, caraway and cumin, flavours that were quickly absorbed into the traditional cuisine, and they introduced the idea of matching sweet with sour, using honey and fruit, to impart a taste they had adopted from the Persians. It is this sweet and sour taste, combined with spices, that gives the Moroccan tagines their own distinctive flavour. The Moors who were expelled from Spain introduced olives, olive oil, tomatoes and paprika, and the Jewish refugees fleeing the Spanish Inquisition, brought with them valuable preserving techniques, hence the ubiquitous ‘preserved lemons’. The Ottoman Turks also left their mark of sophisticated pastry making and kebabs, and the Spanish and French who colonized sections of Morocco had a lasting influence on the cooking styles, such as soups and sophisticated fish dishes, and onthe café culture, wine-making, and the language of the region. Even today, many of the dishes cooked in Morocco are known by their French names.
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Moroccan markets


The souks and the old medinas are the lungs of Morocco’s culinary culture. Magical and enticing, filled with arresting aromas and colourful displays, they are bustling venues for haggling, meal planning and snacking. Everything you need to make a meal is widely available in the street markets: dried apricots, dates, prunes and figs; roasted pistachios, almonds and walnuts; big bunches of fresh flat leaf parsley, mint and coriander/cilantro; tubs of spices and dried herbs; the distilled waters of rose petals and orange blossom; sacks of flour, grains and couscous; earthenware tagines with their domed or conical lids; and large copper k’dras for celebratory feasts.


It is here that you will also find the seasonal vegetables on display – leeks and carrots the length of baseball bats; aubergines/eggplants like big boxing gloves; juicy tomatoes gleaming like Christmas baubles; globe artichokes on their stems like giant thistles in a vase; and onions, yams, squashes and sweet potatoes in all shapes and sizes. You will also find tiny stalls stacked from floor to ceiling with colourful jars of pickles and preserves; olive sellers displaying every conceivable olive in bowls, jars, wooden vats and earthenware crocks – some salted or preserved in brine, others stuffed or marinated with herbs and spices; and barrels and bottles of pressed olive oil, pumpkin seed and sunflower seed oils, and the precious, dark-red, argan oil, which is highly regarded for both cosmetic and culinary uses. If you travel in the south of Morocco, you may see the extraordinary sight of goats climbing the thorny branches of the stout argan trees to eat the green fruit and, waiting patiently, are the herders who collect their droppings to extract the nuts, which are given to the village women who dry and grind the kernels to produce this rich, nutty oil.
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Traditional tagines


A tagine is essentially a glorified, slowcooked stew, deeply aromatic and full of flavour, although most vegetable tagines don’t require long cooking times. The word ‘tagine’ is both the name of the cooked dish and the cooking vessel. Placed over a charcoal stove, which disperses the heat all around the base, a tagine enables the ingredients to cook gently in the steam that builds up inside the lid, so that they remain beautifully tender and moist. Traditionally a tagine would be served as a course on its own with bread to dip into the sauce, but in many modern homes it is served with couscous. On festive occasions, the classic way of serving a tagine and couscous together is to pile a huge mound of the grains in the shape of a high pyramid and to hollow out the peak to form a dip into which the tagine can be spooned. However, most traditional tagines are not designed for large quantities, so large copper pots are often employed for feasts.


Fluffing the couscous


Couscous is Morocco’s national dish. It is of fundamental value to Moroccan culture for dietary, religious and symbolic reasons, as Moroccans believe that it brings God’s blessing upon those who consume it. It is therefore prepared in every household on Muslim holy days and on Fridays, the Islamic day of rest, when it is traditionally distributed to the poor as well. There is a Moroccan saying that ‘each granule of couscous represents a good deed’, so it is not surprising that thousands of granules are consumed in a day.


The word ‘couscous’ refers to the granules as well as the cooked dish, which is traditionally prepared in a ‘couscoussier’ – a two-tiered pot with a stewing section at the base and a steaming pot on top for the couscous. Although referred to as a ‘grain’, it is not technically one; instead it could be described as Moroccan ‘pasta’ as it is made with semolina flour which is mixed with water and hand-rolled to different sizes. Outside Morocco, the most commonly available packets of couscous are already precooked and only require soaking in water to swell, before being fluffed up and aerated with fingers and oil. The preparation of couscous plays such an important part in Moroccan culinary life that it determines the status of a cook’s ability, and fluffing it to perfection can secure a man’s hand in marriage.




ESSENTIAL RECIPES


harissa


This rich, fiery paste is wonderful stuff and is essential to every kitchen in the Maghreb. It is worth making a small batch of your own (a little goes a long way!) to keep handy in the refrigerator as it is a very versatile ingredient. It can be added to many tagines and couscous dishes; it can be served as a condiment to accompany just about anything; it can be stirred into sauces and marinades; and it can be transformed into a dip for warm crusty bread by combining it with oil or yogurt. Prepared by pounding spices and fresh coriander/cilantro with dried red chillies that have been soaked in water, or chillies that have been roasted in oil, harissa imparts a distinct taste to many Moroccan dishes. Jars of ready-prepared harissa are available in North African and Middle Eastern stores, as well as in some larger supermarkets and delicatessens, or you can make your own version based on this recipe. You can try varying it with fennel or caraway seeds, fresh or dried mint, ground black pepper and roasted chillies instead of dried ones.
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12 dried red chillies (Horn or New Mexico), deseeded


1 teaspoon cumin seeds


2 teaspoons coriander seeds


1 teaspoon sea salt


3–4 garlic cloves, roughly chopped


a small bunch of fresh coriander/cilantro, finely chopped


4 tablespoons olive oil


a small sterilized jar (see page 4)


MAKES A SMALL JAR


Put the chillies in a bowl and pour over enough warm water to cover them. Leave them to soak for 2–3 hours, then drain and squeeze out any excess water.


Using a mortar and pestle, pound the cumin and coriander seeds to a coarse paste with the salt. Add the garlic and pound until creamy, then add the chillies and pound to a thick paste. Stir in the fresh coriander/cilantro and bind with most of the olive oil.


Transfer the paste to a small sterilized jar and pour in the remaining oil so that there is a thin layer floating on top. It will keep well in the refrigerator for up to 1 month.
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chermoula


Prepared predominantly with fresh coriander/cilantro, lemon and chillies, chermoula lends its distinct hot, citrus flavour to many marinades, grilled dishes, and vegetable tagines. Unlike the deep, fiery notes of harissa, chermoula is light and lemony with a mild burst of chilli and is best prepared on the day that it will be used.
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2–3 garlic cloves, roughly chopped


1 red chilli, deseeded and roughly chopped


1–2 teaspoons cumin seeds


1 teaspoon sea salt


a big bunch of fresh coriander/cilantro leaves, finely chopped


a pinch of saffron threads, soaked in a little water


freshly squeezed juice of 1 lemon


3–4 tablespoons olive oil


MAKES A BOWL


Using a mortar and pestle, pound the garlic with the chilli, cumin seeds and salt to a coarse paste. Add the chopped coriander/cilantro and pound again to as smooth a paste as you can get. Stir in the saffron, along with its soaking water, and the lemon juice and olive oil.


ras el hanout


This traditional spice mix is so wonderfully pungent and eloquent, it could be described as poetry in a powder. Full of character, reflecting centuries of trade, war, diverse cultures and the geographical spread of Morocco’s culinary history, this synthesis of spices is fiery, aromatic and warming all at the same time. Packed with strong Indian aromas of cardamom, cloves, ginger, peppercorns and mace; cinnamon from Sri Lanka; cloves from Zanzibar; local African roots and plants, such as guinea pepper from the Ivory Coast; orris root from the Atlas Mountains; and the delicate, perfumed notes of rose buds, belladonna berries, fennel flowers and lavender from Morocco and Europe, ras el hanout is as unique as the hand that makes it, as every spice merchant has his own recipe. Translated from Arabic as ‘head of the shop’ it is a delightfully complex medley of 30–40 different spices. Beyond the souks of Morocco, it is difficult to make an authentic ras el hanout, but you can create your own version by loosely following the recipe below, or you can order the aromatic ras el hanout produced by Seasoned Pioneers at www.seasonedpioneers.co.uk.
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