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  Approach cooking, and love, with audacity.
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  PREFACE

  We leave on a day in September. We’re a diverse group of people meeting at Arlanda Airport. There is my wonderful photographer, Tina, with her family: Boris, a three-month-old with a brand new passport, proud big sister Olga, and daddy Oskar. And then there is my patient husband, Ove, who is also the graphic designer of this book, and our good friend Peter, an interior designer with lots of knowledge about Morocco (thank you Peter for sharing your contacts).

  The more adventurous and less conventional, the better. That seems to be our motto. When we are given the choice, we pick camping stoves, simple environments, and heavy lifting over fancy photo studios, delicate porcelain, and trendy food. On this trip, there will be a few challenges, but also a lot of laughter. It’s not the most organized trip we’ve made, but that makes it all the more charming and enjoyable.

  Our first day of adventures is finally upon us. There is a knock on my door. But not literally because there are no doors here. Tina peeks at me from behind a curtain, whispering to see if I’m up. I’m already awake, obviously. We’re staying in the oldest part of Marrakech, right next to a mosque, and the muezzin starts his day by calling the city to prayer before sunrise. We’re headed out to watch the city wake up for the workday before it gets too hot. It’s easy to get lost when you’re new to the city and not fully awake, but fortunately for us, strangers help us find our way.

  This is how we spend our days in Morocco: we wake up early each morning, explore the city, and then we start the cooking. Working in an environment filled with kind and helpful people and amazing ingredients is an invigorating way to jumpstart imagination and creativity, and a perfect delight for our taste buds. The evenings are filled with pleasant activities, such as visits to the marketplace at Jemaa el-Fnaa square. At dusk the barbecues are lit, tables and benches are put out, and the whole square is transformed into a meeting place where everything centers around food. For a small fee, you can try all sorts of wonderful dishes and be surrounded by street life, barbecue smoke, and the buzz of people socializing. Behind the square hides a labyrinth of little alleys that make up the street market. It is often packed with people, donkeys, mopeds, and stray cats. Visitors purchase spices, leather, brass, silver, fabrics, ceramics, mosaics, rugs, and slippers. With everything in one delightful area, it’s no coincidence that chefs, decorators, and designers are all turning their attention to Morocco for inspiration. Moroccan culture truly makes an impression on everyone.

  The fragrances, the flavors, the colors. The stands selling olives, pickled lemons, and pastries. The spices arranged beautifully like art. All of this creates an inspiring image. Of course I fall in love with it all! In Sweden, where I’m from, we are used to spices packed tightly into sterile, fragrance-blocking glass or plastic containers. We barely know what a vanilla bean or a cinnamon stick look like. The pepper is preground and the salt has a brand name. To us Swedes, spices like saffron, cinnamon, cloves, and cardamom are associated with pastries and Christmas. Dried fruits are also strictly a Christmas treat to us northerners. Little boxes of dates and figs are arranged on platters with mixed nuts, to gather dust all through the holidays. In Morocco, the spices are put to use in different ways, and that inspires me.

  This book is an expression of my love for Moroccan food. I’ve taken all my favorites, explored and experimented with them to create what is finally Morocco—my way. So come along and join me on a truly exciting food journey!
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  In Morocco, the kitchen is the women’s domain. Most women still spend all their time in the home, and lots of it cooking. There is a sense of affinity here—the women talk, laugh, and tell stories.


  MOROCCAN CUISINE

  THE FLAVORS, THE FRAGRANCES, THE COLORS

  The roots of Moroccan cuisine lie in the simple food of the nomads. It’s been altered by adding spices, and influenced by the fingerprint of all the different cultures that have passed through the region. It is an exciting mix of African, Oriental, and European influences. The ancient Mediterranean cultures, the nomads, the Turks, and the French all left their imprint.

  It is a colorful cuisine that breathes romance and brings to mind the tales of the Arabian Nights. You can practically taste the mysticism of Arabian culture. It’s a treat for all senses and a paradise for the food lover. Let yourself get swept away by the piquant smells of an exotic world. First and foremost, it is the spices, the dried fruit, the almonds, beans, lentils, couscous, and the olives that stand out and give Moroccan cuisine its charm.

  A new food experience waits at every corner; just follow your nose and you’ll find your way. The many fragrances at the bazaar spread through the streets. The spice stands with their beautifully displayed spices in vivid colors: Saffron, cinnamon, cloves, cumin. . . . Can you smell them?
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  The men rarely enter the kitchen, but they know exactly how the food should taste. They also know how to find the best vegetables at the market, as they’re the ones who do the grocery shopping. Outside of the big cities, women are rarely seen out on the street.


  HISTORICAL FOOD

  Many Moroccan dishes are nothing short of history on a plate. The Arabs left the most obvious imprint on Mediterranean cuisines. From sometime during the seventh century until the gradual fall of the kingdom in the twelfth century, the Arabs ruled the Mediterranean area.

  The Arabs brought many new ingredients and ideas. They colonized new areas, and traveled the world as merchants and missionaries. Their caravans made long and arduous journeys all the way to the Far East, where they picked up silk, spices, and knowledge. The marketplace in Constantinople (Istanbul) was, for hundreds of years, the largest market for spices. Today, people in North Africa still use many of the spices brought to Morocco by the Arabs in the seventh century. The Arabs also brought new fruits and vegetables from the Far East: eggplants, citrus fruits, and peaches. It became customary to give fruit or almond trees away as presents.

  The Persians also played an important part in shaping the Mediterranean cuisines. Persian cuisine was considered very elegant. They used fruit in dishes with meat and poultry to create a balance between sweet and sour. This symbolized the fight between good and evil. The tradition of cooking this way has been traced all the way back to the third century. The contrast between sweet and sour is still prominent in Moroccan food today, and dried fruit is still commonly used, especially in stews with lamb or chicken. In this way, history is present every time you sit down to eat. In this book you will find many recipes for full-bodied stews, with an intriguing contrast of flavors created by adding dried fruit.
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  Creativity is important, and the women have an amazing imagination when it comes to using their ingredients in new ways. The girls grow up in the kitchen, and their mothers teach them how to cook from a young age.


  THE MAGIC OF SPICES

  Morocco, in northern Africa, isn’t that far from Spain and France in southern Europe. Only the Mediterranean Sea separates them. While traveling through these countries, you can clearly see how food traditions have crossed cultural borders throughout history. Merchants, crusaders, and wars all altered the food in some way, and it can be hard to know where some dishes originated.

  Over two thousand years ago, Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria, and Libya were one country: Magreb. It was populated by nomads, now known as the Berbers. There are still millions of people with Berber lineage living in North Africa.

  The old Magreb is the reason that North African cuisines are so similar. Couscous is the staple food of the whole area. The concept of mixing meat with dried fruit, the various types of stews, and sweet pastries all remain mostly the same in the countries that were once part of Magreb. What separates the food in these countries is mostly the spice. Moroccan cuisine is considered the greatest and most refined, with its mild and full-bodied flavors.

  Throughout history, many kings and emperors have ruled Morocco. While Europe was still suffering through the dark middle ages, the royal courts of Morocco enjoyed luxurious lives and a booming cultural scene. Spices and power went hand in hand; using lots of spices was a way to exhibit wealth.

  Little did they know back then that the magic of spices would later entrance the rest of the world as well. Trendsetting chefs from all over the globe are now being inspired by Moroccan cuisine, and strive to present the Arabian Nights on a plate. They aim to copy its colors, and the exuberance and the dreams it represents.
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  COMMON INGREDIENTS

  ORANGE FLOWER WATER The word alcohol is Arabic (al’khahal), and we use it because it was the Arabs who discovered the art of distillation. Orange flower water (or orange blossom water) is produced from orange blossoms, which are harvested every spring. They are left to dry on large pieces of cloth for two days, and then distilled. The aromatic essence is used in salads, pastries, and desserts. Orange flower water can be found in well-stocked supermarkets and liquor stores, or in Middle Eastern grocery stores. In some cases it can also be replaced with orange zest.

  ROSE WATER Every spice stand in Morocco sells dried rosebuds. They are used in different spice blends and in rose water, which is used in perfumes but also in pastries. It is also common to splash your hands in rose water after a meal. Dried rose petals are also frequently used to add a flowery touch to mint tea. You can buy rose water where you find orange blossom water. Look in the ethnic food section and in the baking aisle. The flavor of rose water is unique, and cannot be substituted.

  CHERMOULA Chermoula is a thick sauce made from herbs, spices, garlic, olive oil, and lemon juice. It can be used as a marinade, as stuffing for fish, or as a side dish. The recipes vary slightly. (p. 25)

  RAS EL HANOUT Ras el hanout is Morocco’s most famous spice blend. It consists of at least ten, but often up to thirty, different kinds of spices, such as cinnamon, cumin, cloves, turmeric, black pepper, and rosebuds. Every salesman has his own blend, with his own secret recipe. The Moroccan housewife usually begins cooking by mixing up this blend. It is worthwhile to make your own. (p. 23)

  HARISSA Harissa is a spice blend made from chili peppers. It is common both as a dried spice mix, and as a thick paste. Originally a Tunisian blend, it is now popular everywhere in North Africa. You can find it in well-stocked supermarkets and Middle Eastern grocery stores, or you can make your own. (p. 27)

  SAFFRON The king of spices. Saffron is made from the stamens of a flower commonly known as the saffron crocus. In Morocco, it is grown in the fertile valley of Souss, which lies south of Agadir. Around 75,000 flowers are needed to make a pound of dry saffron. It is one of the spices brought to the Mediterranean area from the Middle East long before our time. The Moors were the ones to start growing the crocus flowers closer to home, in Spain, during the eighth century. When they were forced out of Spain in the fifteenth century, they brought their knowledge with them to Morocco. Saffron became an important ingredient in the refined cuisine of the Moroccan royal court. It was worth its weight in gold, and selling fake saffron was a very serious crime. Forgery still takes place today, as saffron is still the most expensive spice in the world.

  FRESH HERBS Cilantro, parsley, and mint are the most common herbs used in Moroccan cooking. Fresh cilantro, with its distinct flavor, and its dried seeds (coriander seeds) are both used in Moroccan cuisine. Mint is without a doubt the most common herb in Morocco, but it’s not used much in the food. It’s used more for making mint tea (recipe on p. 72). The mint is purchased daily from the street market, where you will find fresh leaves in huge piles on the sidewalk. Every day you’ll see men on their way home from work, with a bunch of mint tucked under their arm (photo on pp. 70–71).

  DRIED SPICES Cumin, coriander, ginger, paprika, cinnamon, chili, turmeric, and saffron are the most common dried spices. They are combined in different ways and in different proportions. Cumin is an important spice—and an important fragrance—in Moroccan cuisine. It is often mixed with salt and served as a table condiment. To get the best flavor, toast the seeds in a hot pan before grinding them. Anise seeds are also common, especially when baking. Cinnamon is used a lot, grinded or not, in stews, vegetable dishes, and desserts. Ground cinnamon is also used to decorate food, such as pastille (photo on p. 98).
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