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John Gregory-Smith is a food and travel journalist who has written three previous books, Turkish Delights, Mighty Spice Express and Mighty Spice Cookbook. He travels all over the world in search of the best recipes and latest food trends, contributing regularly to various UK publications. And when not heading off the beaten track, his London pop-ups always receive rave reviews. Catch him on instagram – @johngs
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How to use this Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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The Land of the Setting Sun


From as early as the seventh century, the Arabs referred to North Africa as Maghrib – The Land of the Setting Sun. Morocco was the end of their world, and the start of the West. For me, Morocco is not an ending, but a beginning – a gateway to the East, and a world that’s so amazing I can’t fully describe it; it’s the land of the setting sun and of a million stars, of mountain ranges and deserts, of stunning cities and coastal villages. It’s the source of a culinary obsession that has lasted many years and will without doubt last many more.


My first trip to Morocco was in 2007 after reading about the ancient medina of Fez. I was fascinated by the stories of winding alleyways, hidden houses and night markets; I knew I had to go and see it first hand. And after what seemed like an age, leaving London and travelling via Marrakesh to the north of Morocco, I finally arrived in the dead of night.


With the help of the world’s smallest torch, a guide led me into the medina – the walled section of the city. As we made our way through the narrow streets, the torch’s tiny beam revealed a glimpse of the city’s splendour. Stunning doorways, embossed with geometrical patterns, broke up the towering stone walls that surrounded us, and I caught glimpses of ornate gardens hidden behind rickety wooden gates.


The next morning I ate breakfast on the hotel’s terrace, looking over a thousand rooftops squeezed so tightly together that you couldn’t see the streets beneath them. But I could hear them, bubbling away. A world of spices and souks, a million miles from anything I’d ever seen before, was opening up. I was hooked.


The Feisty Flavours of Morocco


Although the Sahara Desert occupies swathes of the country to the south, Morocco is incredibly fertile. The vast coastal plains and expansive plateaus of the northwest, between the great cities of Rabat and Marrakesh, are rich with crops. Stretching as far as the eye can see, from the blustery Atlantic coast to the mountains in the east, everything from wheat to citrus fruits and an abundance of vegetables, herbs and pulses is grown.


Meandering down into the waters of the Mediterranean Sea, the Rif Mountains score their way across the north of the country. Subsistence farmers grow herbs, fruits and cereal crops on lush ledges, high in the mountains. Deep in the desert, natural oases breath life into the land and sticky-sweet dates droop down from palm trees.


All over the country, even in the most remote regions high in the Atlas Mountains, cattle, sheep, goats and chickens are reared (for religious reasons, pork is not widely eaten). Along the golden coastlines, there’s an abundance of fresh fish and other seafood, including Oualidia’s famous oysters.


Ginger, paprika, turmeric and cumin are all produced in Morocco and used in abundance in the country’s cooking. To add more character to special dishes, elaborate spice blends like Ras el Hanout, Dry Chermoula, Chermoula Paste and baharat – a musty mix of ground pepper, clove and cumin – are used. They are bought in the market, ready ground, in small quantities to keep fresh and full of flavour.


The food of this great country is what keeps me coming back, time after time. I’m guessing many of you will have eaten in a Moroccan restaurant or two, and quite possibly had the pleasure of a weekend break in Marrakesh. But the real food of Morocco is served at home and eaten with friends and family: delicately steamed couscous that’s topped with meat, vegetables and cinnamon-spiced onions; rich Berber tagines, little kefta cooked in thick sauces with egg, savoury, fruity salads, sweet stews, and sensational seafood. Everything is seasonal and made with local ingredients. Flavours such as saffron, powdered ginger, cumin, preserved lemons, honey, olives and orange blossom, elevate the everyday into the extraordinary. And a rich history of different cultures coming and going has added even more colour to the food of this already-vibrant land.


Today’s Moroccan food is a cultural clash of Berber and Arabic, with other influences peppered in. Exiled Moors from Spain brought olive cultivation, citrus fruits and paprika, and the Jewish Moors, preserving and pickling. When you visit the Jewish quarter, or mellah, in Marrakesh or Fez today, you’ll find pickled vegetables and preserved lemons piled high, just waiting for your best offer. The mighty Ottoman Empire introduced a little fire and smoke through their chargrilled kebabs and the French, who had a protectorate on Morocco from 1912 and occupied the country for 40 years, left their café culture and an appetite for sophisticated pastries and breads. Along the Mediterranean coast in the north, the Spanish influence can be seen, and you can feast on Moroccaned-up versions of classic recipes like paella and boquerónes.


Culture Clashes & Dynasty Downfalls


The original inhabitants of Morocco were the Berbers, native tribes of North Africa who have lived in the region since around 10,000 BC.


Berber comes from the Greek word barbaria, their name for the Maghrib region – ‘the land of the barbarians’. But the Berbers refer to themselves as Amazigh, which can be translated as ‘free people’ or ‘noble men’, and their longevity is testament to this more accurate etymology. They have outlasted any ruling empire and their incredible culture still thrives today, including their language, Tamazigh, which was recently awarded official status alongside Arabic. Outside the big cities you can find traditional agricultural Berber villages, where the language and customs have remained relatively unchanged for thousands of years.


As a whole, Morocco has absorbed aspects of the various cultures that have passed through it over the centuries. Standing between the mighty Sahara Desert and the Mediterranean Sea, it was perfectly positioned as an outpost for different civilisations. From the Byzantines to the Phoenicians, Romans and later the Arabs, ruling empires passed through, making the most of the fertile land and trusted trade routes.


Arguably, it was the Arabs who were one of the biggest influences on Morocco. In the seventh century they marched from Medina on the Arabian Peninsula, gathering more troops in Egypt, and made their way across to Morocco. There, they introduced their religion and language to the country – and they also left their mark on the cuisine. From the refined royal kitchens of Baghdad, the Arabs imparted a new world of exotic spices, nuts and dried fruits. They blended sweet with savoury and meat with fruit, techniques they themselves learnt from the great kitchens of Persia. With the introduction of Islam came certain practices, like breaking the fast during the month of Ramadan with harira soup, bread and sweet dates, or slaughtering a lamb for the celebration of Eid Al Adha.


The Arab armies joined forces with the Berbers. Together they crossed the narrow Strait of Gibraltar and swept north, invading Spain (where they had a stronghold for nearly 500 years) and Portugal. These invaders were known as the Moors and the land they commanded was referred to as al-Andalus.
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From the eleventh century, two great Berber dynasties ruled in Morocco, taking control from the ruling Arab empire – first the Almoravids, from the Sahara, and then the Almohads from Tinmel, deep in the heart of the Atlas Mountains. Marrakesh was their capital. There they built the great Koutoubia Mosque in the twelfth century. The towering turquoise minaret still stands today, dominating the skyline around Jemaa el Fna Square.


The Moors began to lose their hold on Spain from around 1212 AD, first losing the cities of Sevilla and Cordoba. By the seventeenth century, they had been completely expelled from Spain by Philip III. They returned to northern Morocco to continue practising their Islamic faith rather than converting to Christianity. They brought with them Spanish food and architecture, and at the same time left their own footprint in southern Spain. In fact, my favourite building in Granada, the Alhambra Palace, is a triumph of eleventh-century Moorish architecture.


The Alaouite Dynasty united the warring tribes of Morocco and has been the ruling house of the country since 1666. Although the dynasty did well to establish Morocco as a united country, there were times of instability. In 1912, following the Treaty of Fez, France intervened and established a protectorate in Morocco. Spain was also given zones in northern Morocco and the Western Sahara, areas that remain disupted to this day. In 1956, Morocco gained independence, although Spain retained a coastal foothold until the 1970s. Today, it’s clear to see that both countries left their mark on Moroccan culture and cuisine.


Throughout this rich and varied history, the Berbers have remained. Currently there are different Berber tribes across Morocco, including the Drawa Berbers who inhabit the Drâa Valley, the Dades in the Dades Valley and the Gormara in the Rif Mountains. They are an essential part of the intricate tapestry of this country, and even Moroccans who do not identify as Berber will have a strong Berber cultural heritage.


Food, Friends & Family


Moroccan food and hospitality is legendary. My first real experience of this was in the High Atlas Mountains, visiting my friend Lachen’s village, Tacheddirt. Complete with an inappropriate wheelie suitcase, I was dropped off where the road stopped and the terrain took over; rolling hills and rocky ledges replaced the tarmac, and nestled below was the little village. My host gave up his sturdy donkey for my case, and we walked behind to his home. It had been a long journey from Marrakesh, and they had gone all out to welcome me – the whole family was there with a fabulous chicken tagine, steaming cups of sweet mint tea, freshly baked bread and colourful chopped salads. I was greeted like an old friend, and we sat outside feasting and watched one of the greatest views in the world. Lunch rolled into tea, which soon became dinner, and new friends drifted in and out of the meals. It was truly wonderful.


Another memorable moment from my travels was meeting Fouad, a truly remarkable character. He owned a restuarant in Chefchaouen, which is perhaps one of my favourite places in Morocco, a small town high in the Rif Mountains, in the north of the country. Known as The Blue Pearl, the old medina is painted different shades of blue. It’s so surreal, like being on a movie set, everything from the streets to the pavements and houses, all different hues of blue. The town has a long history, heavy with Andalusian influence, which is seen in the architecture and incredible food. When I arrived at Fouad’s tiny restaurant to meet him, it was shut. I waited and, finally, when I was almost about to give up, he ambled up the street and introduced himself to me. A trained chef, he had worked in restaurants all over the country, but had returned to the town to make home-cooked, Spanish-Moroccan food for the locals.


Fouad’s restaurant was quite mad. The ancient kitchen was packed with everything from chipped pots and pans, to broken cassette players and out of date guidebooks. He started cooking and talking, instinctively knowing his way around the ingredients. Other guests came in and my meal was sidelined as he whipped up a quick plate of kefta or sardine tagine. It was all very Fawlty Towers, as he clattered and crashed around the restaurant. But his food was subtly spiced and utterly beautiful. I spent several days working with him to learn everything I could. His wood-fired paella is legendary, and he has given me the recipe for my book (here). He also showed me how to make his beautiful Chermoula Spiced Chicken.


An equally amazing experience came about by chance while I was staying with my travel photographer for this book, Alan Keohane. As we arrived in Alan’s village, just outside Marrakesh, we met a very glamorous woman, complete with oversized shades and sunhat. She was more Audrey Hepburn than local housewife. She turned out to be Alan’s neighbour, Beatriz. When I told her I was researching this book, she invited me to stay in her desert house in Skoura, on the edge of the Oasis in the Drâa Valley. The house is a traditional mud-build, but with chic rustic interiors, a jet-black pool and stunning views of the palm trees and surrounding mountains. Frankly, I couldn’t believe my luck.


My hosts were Muhammad and his mother Aicha. They had looked after the house for years, he an English teacher with a cut glass accent and cheeky glint in his eye, and she a traditional Berber lady with tribal tattoos and vibrant clothing. Despite the language barrier between us, Aicha was so warm and welcoming and cooked me some of the most fantastic food I have ever eaten. Tasting her lamb medfouna and drinking thick black coffee in the hazy morning sun, overlooking the oasis was blissful. She took me though a selection of traditional Saharan foods from her village; couscous flecked with fresh chives (Herby Couscous, pepper-spiked tagines, and on my last day she handed me a whole cow’s leg to saw in half and stew with beans (trust me, this was incredible). Some of her dishes are in this book – although the whole cow’s leg recipe had to be adapted somewhat! (See Lubiah Belkarah.) As well as being feeders, they drove me to dusty cattle markets in forgotten villages, to marvel at ancient kasbahs, and cool off in hidden lakes. I saw an undiscovered side of Morocco; rural, calm and welcoming, and I fell in love with it.


It was experiences such as these which allowed me to enjoy the best of Morocco, exploring off the beaten track, and which led me to write this book. Each adventure, every encounter, is linked by a common love of food and the way it brings people together. It is so integral to the culture of Morocco, and something I want to share.


I am at my happiest writing books; off in the hills learning from the locals, finding new and exciting dishes that capture the essence of a country. I love going through my notes, working up the recipes in my kitchen and putting pen to paper. Orange Blossom & Honey is my fourth book, and a window into a wonderful world. From the Sahara to the sea and the mountains to the medinas, I hope these recipes will bring a little Moroccan magic into your kitchen. So let the aromas of spice-scented tagines and freshly cooked breads mingle with the chatter of friends and family around your dining table – insha’Allah.
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Street Food


Night Stall Noodles & Ox Cheeks


Harissa Beef Msemen


Fez Kefta Sandwich


Sizzling Souk Kebabs


Marrakesh Lamb Tangia


Harira Soup


Bissara Soup


Steamed Chickpea Baguettes


Batbout Breakfast Bread with Butter & Honey


Beghrir Pancakes





Night Stall Noodles & Ox Cheeks


One night in Fez, I was buying ingredients in the souk, which, as always, was buzzing with life – children running about, bicycles weaving through the crowds, busy shoppers elbowing past – all aglow in the light of a thousand yellow bulbs. The stalls lining the street were overflowing with fresh produce and sizzling food. I couldn’t resist ducking into one little stall for a bite to eat. Two huge pots were steaming away, one containing several whole cows’ heads. The stallholder pulled off some meat and served it to me with steamed noodles. Cumin and paprika were on the table for extra seasoning. It was super-simple, but tasted incredible. I will admit that finding a whole cow’s head and a steamer large enough to fit it is probably out of most people’s culinary range, so here I have just used ox cheeks for a more accessible, home kitchen-friendly version. For me, it still conjures up some of the magic and bustle of Fez by night.


Serves 4


2 x 500g ox cheeks


250g vermicelli rice noodles


20g butter


2 teaspoons ground cumin, plus extra for serving


2 teaspoons paprika, plus extra for serving


A small handful of finely


chopped flat-leaf parsley leaves


Sea salt


1. Place a steamer over a medium–high heat, with enough water to last for about 4 hours. (You can always top up with more from the kettle if you need it.) Put the ox cheeks into the steamer. Cover and seal with tin foil and cling film. Bring to the boil, then reduce the heat to low and steam for 3½–4 hours, or until you can pull the meat apart with a fork. Set aside to rest on a warm dish, covered.


2. Put the noodles into the water and cook for 8–10 minutes or until soft. Drain and transfer to a mixing bowl. Add the butter, season and toss together.


3. To serve, put the noodles in a serving dish. Discard any fat from the ox cheeks and fork apart the meat. Season with salt, cumin and paprika. Add to the dish with the noodles. Sprinkle over a little more cumin and paprika, and add the parsley. Serve immediately.
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Harissa Beef Msemen


Pronounced miss-i-men, this flaky, buttery pancake can be found in different guises across North Africa and the Middle East. In Morocco, it is served with honey for breakfast, or found sizzling on hot plates in market stalls, stuffed with tomatoes or ground meat, like this version.


Makes 6–8


msemen


FOR THE DOUGH


300g plain flour, plus extra for dusting


60g fine semolina flour


A pinch of salt


A pinch of sugar


¼ teaspoon dried yeast


200ml warm water


5 tablespoons olive oil – 2 for greasing and the rest for frying


FOR THE FILLING


3 tablespoons olive oil


1 red onion, finely chopped


½ red pepper, deseeded and finely chopped


200g minced beef


2 garlic cloves, thinly sliced


1 tomato, finely chopped


1 teaspoon ground cumin


½ teaspoon paprika


1 tablespoon harissa


Juice of ¼ lemon


Sea salt


FOR THE HARISSA YOGURT


150g Greek yogurt


2 tablespoons harissa


1. For the dough, use a fork to mix together the flour, semolina, salt, sugar and yeast in a mixing bowl. Make a well in the centre. Add about three-quarters of the water, and combine to form a dough, adding more water a tiny amount at a time, until you get a soft dough that’s not too wet or sticky. Tip onto a floured surface and knead until smooth and shiny. Place in a lightly oiled bowl, cover, and leave for 20 minutes in a warm, dry place to prove.


2. Meanwhile, heat 3 tablespoons of oil in a large pan over a high heat. Add the onion and pepper and stir-fry for 2–3 minutes, then add the beef and stir-fry for another 2–3 minutes. Add the garlic and stir-fry for 1–2 minutes more. Now add the tomato, cumin, paprika, a good pinch of salt and a splash of water. Cook for 7–8 minutes, or until the tomato has broken down. Stir in the harissa paste and lemon juice. Transfer to a bowl and leave to cool.


3. Divide the risen dough into 6–8 equal pieces. Roll into balls and place, spaced well apart, on a lightly oiled baking tray. Cover and leave for 20 minutes.


4. Take one of the dough balls and place on another oiled baking tray. Turning the dough as you go, use your hands to spread it out into a circle. Flip it over so both sides are well oiled and continue to push out until it forms a thin disc, about 15cm in diameter. Spread a few tablespoons of the cooked mince down the centre, leaving space at the top and bottom. Fold in the sides and gently push down to seal. Now fold in the bottom and top edges, so that you have a square shape. Gently press down with your hands, turning as you go, until the square doubles in size. Repeat with the rest of the dough and filling.


5. Mix together the ingredients for the harissa yogurt and add some salt, then heat a tablespoon of the oil in a non-stick frying pan over a high heat and cook the msemen, two at a time, for about a minute each side, or until golden and crispy. Place on kitchen paper to absorb any excess oil. Slice in half and serve immediately with the yogurt.
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Fez Kefta Sandwich


Fez has some of the best street food in Morocco, and as you weave your way through the narrow roads and winding alleyways, you discover more and more delicious snacks. This sandwich is a classic – minced meat cooked on a hot plate with onions, herbs and spices, and served with masses of chilli sauce in a soft, white roll. You can choose from lamb, beef or merguez sausage, or even have a meat feast and mix all three. It’s the ultimate speedy snack.
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