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The Secret of Tagines


The classic dish from the region of North Africa known as the Maghreb – Morocco, Tunisia and Algeria – a tagine is a glorified stew worthy of poetry. Aromatic and syrupy, zesty and spicy, or sweet and fragrant are just some of the words that come to mind. A dish of tender meat or succulent vegetables, simmered to perfection in buttery sauces with fruit, herbs, honey and chillies, an authentic tagine is in a class of its own and has become a fundamental feature of Moroccan cuisine.
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The name ‘tagine’ (sometimes spelled ‘tajine’) is also given to the vessel in which the food is cooked: a shallow, round, earthenware pot with a unique conical lid designed to lock in moisture and flavours, cooking the food gently in a small amount of liquid. The finished dish can either be served piping hot straight from its cooking vessel, or tipped into one of the decorative versions of the pot, glazed in beautiful shades of blue and green, to take to the table.


Originally a Berber dish, the tagine has evolved with the history of the region as waves of Arab and Ottoman invaders, Moorish refugees from Andalusia and French colonialists have left their influences on the cuisine. Classic tagines include combinations of lamb with dried prunes or apricots; chicken with preserved lemon and green olives; duck with dates and honey; and fish cooked with tomatoes, lime and coriander. In the modern Maghreb, the Berbers are still renowned for their tasty, pungent tagines made with onions and clarified butter.


Traditionally, tagines are served as a course on their own, with freshly baked flat breads or crusty loaves to mop up the delectable syrupy sauces, and are followed by a mound of couscous. The more modern way is to combine the courses and serve them with an accompanying salad. On festive occasions, the custom is to pile up a huge pyramid of couscous and hollow out the peak to form a well into which the tagine is spooned. However, most earthenware tagines are not big enough to cope with feasts, so large copper pots are often used instead.


The great secret of an authentic tagine is to simmer the ingredients over a low heat, so that everything remains deliciously moist and tender. Meat tagines may be cooked for several hours, the meat simmering gently in a seasoned, fragrant liquid until it is so tender it almost falls off the bone. Generally, dishes of vegetables, pulses or fish do not require long cooking times but still benefit from the tagine method in terms of enhanced taste and texture.


Traditionally, tagines are cooked over a clay stove, or brazier, which is stoked with charcoal to maintain constant heat. Such stoves diffuse the heat around the base of the tagine, enabling the liquid to reduce and thicken without drying out. Wood-burning ovens and open fires are used, too. However, wonderful tagines can also be produced using a modern hob or oven.


Most authentic tagines have a little hole at the top of the conical lid to release some of the steam, so that it doesn’t try to escape at the seam between the base and the lid. If there is no hole, you will probably need at intervals to tilt the lid at an angle to release the steam yourself. When cooking in an oven, it is generally only the base of the tagine that is used.


There are a number of cooking tagines to choose from, but few of them come with a warning about their vulnerability over a conventional gas hob. Most of the factory-made vessels, whether they are glazed or not, tend to form hairline cracks when they are placed over a gas flame; and they cannot be used on an electric ring. So what do you do? For a glazed earthenware tagine, a heat diffuser is essential, otherwise it is worth splashing out on a durable cast-iron version with a glazed, earthenware lid. A solid, heavy-based casserole pot is a good substitute, as long as you keep the heat very low. But for a tasty, succulent meal, full of flavour and adventure, it is well worth attempting to cook with the genuine article.
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TAGINE ESSENTIALS


At the heart of an authentic tagine you will find several traditional ingredients that are indispensable if you want to achieve the delightful balance of hot, spicy, sweet and tart. Most of these ingredients can be found in specialist stores, but it is well worth trying to make some of them at home.


preserved lemons
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Added to many dishes as a refreshing, tangy ingredient or garnish, preserved lemons are essential to the cooking of tagines. You can buy jars of ready-preserved lemons in Middle Eastern and African stores, as well as some supermarkets, but it is better to make your own. Be as liberal as you like, tossing them in salads and scattering them over your favourite tagines.


10 organic, unwaxed lemons


about 10 tablespoons sea salt


freshly squeezed juice of 3–4 lemons


MAKES 1 LARGE JAR


Wash and dry the lemons and slice the ends off each one. Stand each lemon on one end and make two vertical cuts three-quarters of the way through it, as if cutting it into quarters but keeping the base intact. Stuff 1 tablespoon of salt into each lemon, then pack them into a large jar (which has been sterilized by immersion in boiling water and left to drain). Store in a cool place for 3–4 days to soften the lemon skins.


To complete the process, press the lemons down into the jar, so they are even more tightly packed. Pour the freshly squeezed lemon juice over the salted lemons, until they are completely covered. Seal the jar and store it in a cool place for at least 1 month. Rinse the salt off the preserved lemons before using.


harissa


This fiery paste is popular throughout North Africa, served as a condiment or as a dip, or stirred into tagines and couscous to emit its distinct chilli taste. This recipe is for the basic paste, to which other ingredients such as fennel, coriander and mint can be added. Ready-prepared harissa is available in African and Middle Eastern stores, and some supermarkets and delicatessens.
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8 dried red chillies (Horn or New Mexico), deseeded


2–3 garlic cloves, chopped


½ teaspoon sea salt


1 teaspoon ground cumin


1 teaspoon ground coriander


4 tablespoons olive oil


MAKES APPROXIMATELY 4 TABLESPOONS (a little harissa goes a long way)




	

Put the chillies in a bowl and pour over enough warm water to cover them. Leave them to soak for 1 hour. Drain and squeeze out any excess water. Using a mortar and pestle, pound them to a paste with the garlic and salt (or whizz them in a food processor). Beat in the cumin and coriander and bind with the olive oil.


Store the paste in a sealed jar in the refrigerator with a thin layer of olive oil floating on top. It will keep well for a month.












ras-el-hanout
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There is no one recipe for ras-el-hanout, a lovely pungent spice mix, packed with strong Indian aromas of cinnamon, cloves and ginger combined with local African roots and the delicate, perfumed notes of rosebuds. Every family has its own favourite blend. Some of the spices are available only in the Maghreb, so if your tagine recipe calls for this flavouring your easiest solution is to select one of the ready-prepared spice mixes available in Middle Eastern and African stores. You can also order a moist, aromatic ras-el-hanout online from the spice specialists Seasoned Pioneers at www.seasonedpioneers.co.uk.


ghee


Ghee (generally known as samneh or samna in the Arab world), is clarified and evaporated butter. It is sold in cans in Indian, North African and Middle Eastern shops, as well as in some delicatessens.


To make ghee, simply melt some butter in a heavy-based pan and simmer it until all the water has evaporated, leaving a clear fat with a nutty aroma and taste.


In Morocco, a more pungent clarified butter, smen, is made by leaving ghee to mature for several weeks in earthenware pots.
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TRADITIONAL LAMB TAGINES

In Arab culture, dates are an age-old source of nutrition and natural sugar; nomads could survive in the desert with dates alone for nourishment. As the fruit is regarded as special, it is often added to festive grain dishes and stews. This slightly sticky date and nut tagine is a favourite at weddings or other family feasts.
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lamb tagine with dates, almonds and pistachios








	
2–3 tablespoons ghee (see page 9) (or olive oil, plus a knob of butter)

2 onions, finely chopped

1–2 teaspoons ground turmeric

1 teaspoon ground ginger

2 teaspoons ground cinnamon

1 kg lean lamb, from the shoulder, neck or leg, cut into bite-sized pieces

250 g moist, ready-to-eat, stoned dates

1 tablespoon dark, runny honey

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 tablespoon olive oil

a knob of butter

2–3 tablespoons blanched almonds

2 tablespoons shelled pistachios

a small bunch of fresh flat leaf parsley, finely chopped

SERVES 4


	
Heat the ghee in a tagine or heavy-based casserole. Stir in the onions and sauté until golden brown. Stir in the turmeric, ginger and cinnamon. Toss in the meat, making sure it is coated in the spice mixture. Pour in enough water to almost cover the meat and bring it to the boil. Reduce the heat, cover with a lid and simmer gently for roughly 1½ hours.

Add the dates and stir in the honey. Cover with a lid again and simmer for another 30 minutes. Season with salt and lots of black pepper.

Heat the olive oil with the butter in a small pan. Stir in the almonds and pistachios and cook until they begin to turn golden brown. Scatter the nuts over the lamb and dates and sprinkle with the flat leaf parsley. Serve with buttery couscous (see page 60) and a sharp, crunchy salad with preserved lemon (see page 8) to cut the sweetness.
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