THE MAGIC OF MOROCCO...
THE SETTING
Perched at the Northern end of Africa, Morocco is a close neighbour of Spain and Portugal. However, its culture, its food and its landscape are worlds apart.

Being woken by the soothing sounds of the minaret's call, our days were filled with getting lost in the old souks. Glittering jewels for sale next to cow limbs, butchered right before your eyes.

End-of-Ramadan festivities brought out huge crowds breaking the month-long holy fast. Henna painters, acrobats and dancers celebrated with us.

At the end of the Marrakesh day the market place transformed into a gigantic open-air restaurant. Stall after stall offered you kebabs, snail soup or sheep's head.

Morocco is mesmerising, from the Saharan Desert to the Rif Mountain town of Chefchaouen to the prehistoric fishing village of Essaouira. 

THE LOCAL CUISINE
Most of these recipes come from a beautiful book called Arabesque by Claudia Roden. The other few come from Delicious magazine, 2002ish editions.

Couscous is a staple, served with most Moroccan meals. Spices are everywhere. Cinnamon, cumin, ginger and chilli...

Dried fruit crop up in most meals, giving nice bursts of unexpected sweetness, even in savoury meals.

Orange blossom water and rose water* add another dimension to the food. Their fragrance leaving every mouthful nearly perfumed.

*both are available from middle eastern stores 
AND ON A HOT SUMMER NIGHT...A REFRESHING COCKTAIL
Morocco is a Muslim country and the religion of Islam prohibits the drinking of booze. Strict laws govern the buying and drinking of alcohol in the country.

However, locals will often welcome you in for a 'Moroccan Whisky', a non-alcoholic mixture of hot tea, fresh mint and mounds of sugar. (a.k.a. 'Mint Tea')

I have put a twist on 'Moroccan Whisky' by chilling it and adding a nip of vodka.

Mint Iced Tea cocktail (Serves 6)
Bunch of fresh mint, shredded
Chinese green tea
Sugar
Vodka
Mint leaves to garnish
Fill a teapot with boiling water and add 1 1/2 tablespoons of green tea and the bunch of shredded fresh mint. Add sugar to your taste and stir to dissolve.

Let tea infuse for about 5 minutes. Put mint tea in fridge to chill. Serve in tall glasses with a nip of vodka.

Garnish with mint leaves.

BRIGHTLY COLOURED STARTERS
Moroccan dishes traditionally kick off with a few cold starters. We had two dips, with bread, although both these purees can be used as a sauce for fish or chicken.

Red Capsicum Puree (serves 6 to 8) Slada Felfla

6 red capsicums

2 garlic cloves, crushed

4 to 5 tablespoons of vinegar or the juice of 1 ½ lemons

pinch of ground chilli pepper

1 teaspoon ground cumin

4 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

salt

peel of ½ preserved lemon, chopped

Put the capsicums on a sheet of foil on an oven tray under a preheated grill. Turn them until their skins are black and blistered all over.

Put the whole grilled capsicums into a plastic bag and twist it shut. Leave for 10 minutes. When the capsicums are cool enough to handle, peel them and discard the stems and seeds.

Blend the capsicums into a puree in the food processor with the garlic, vinegar/lemon juice, chilli, cumin, live oil and a little salt to taste.

Put puree into a serving bowl and mix in the preserved lemon peel. Serve cold as a dip with bread.

Sweet Tomato Puree (Serves 6) Matesha Masla

2 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

1 kilogram of ripe tomatoes, peeled and chopped

salt

1 tablespoon sugar

½ teaspoon ground cinnamon 

¼ to ½ teaspoon black pepper

1 tablespoon clear honey

Heat the oil in a pan and add the tomatoes, a pinch of salt and the sugar.

Cook for 45 minutes or until the liquid has gone and the puree is thick and has a jam-like consistency. Stir often whilst cooking to avoid the puree sticking to the pan and burning. 

Add cinnamon, pepper and honey and a little salt to taste and stir well. Cook for another minute or so.

Serve cold with bread.

THE MAIN, THE BANQUET  
Most food in Morocco is eaten communally, with many dishes shared by the whole table.

It makes the meal a relaxed affair, and means you get to try many a dish, so many in fact that our menu has been split into the carnivore type and the vego type for your convenience.

For the carnivore:

Ground meat kebabs (Serves 4 to 6) Kefta Kebab

1 kilogram fatty ground lamb or beef

1 small onion, finely chopped 

large handful of chopped flat-leaf parsley

large handful of chopped coriander

handful of chopped mint

½ teaspoon ground cumin

½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

½ teaspoon ground ginger

good pinch of ground chilli pepper

salt

Put all ingredients together in a bowl. Mix well and work with your hands into a soft paste. Wash your hands and rub them with oil. Take lumps of paste the size of a tangerine and roll them into sausage shapes about 2 cm, then press them around flat wooden skewers. 

Give the mounds of keftas to the boys to cook up on the barbie, or alternatively, place them under a hot grill for about 10 minutes, turning them over once until browned on the outside but still pink inside. 

Chicken with caramelised baby onions and honey (Serves 4) Djaj Bil Assal

480g shallots or baby onions

1 onion, chopped

4 tablespoons sunflower oil

good pinch of saffron threads

1 teaspoon ground ginger

1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

1 chicken cut up into 6 or 8 pieces

salt and black pepper

1 to 1 ½ tablespoons clear honey

½ cup blanched almonds

To peel shallots, blanch in boiling water for 5 minutes, drain and when cool enough to handle, peel off skins and trim ends.

Saute the chopped onion until softened in the oil over a medium heat in a pan or casserole dish large enough to hold the chicken pieces in one layer. Stir in saffron, ginger and cinnamon and then put in the chicken pieces. Season with salt and pepper and turn to brown the chicken pieces lightly all over.

Add about 1 cup of water and cook covered, over a low heat, turning the pieces over, for 15 minutes or until the chicken breasts are cooked. Lift out the breasts and put them aside.

Add the shallots and continue to cook, covered, for about 25 minutes, or until the remaining chicken pieces are very tender. During the cooking, turn the chicken pieces and stir the onions occasionally. If necessary, add a little water.

Lift out chicken pieces and set to one side. Stir the hone into the pan. Season more, if necessary. Cook, uncovered, until all the water has evaporated, and the onions are brown, caramelised and soft.

Return chicken pieces to the pan, spoon the onions on top of them, and heat through for a few minutes. Serve sprinkled with blanched almonds fried in a drop of oil until they are lightly golden.

Couscous (Serves 4) Kesksou

1 ¼ cups fine couscous

1 ¼ cups warm water

salt

2 tablespoons sunflower oil

1 tablespoon  sugar

1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

1 tablespoon orange blossom water

2 tablespoons raisins, soaked in water for 10 minutes

½ cup blanched almonds

4 tablespoons butter

Put the couscous in a baking dish and pour over the warm water mixed with ½ teaspoon salt. Stir vigorously so that is absorbed evenly. After about 10 minutes, add the oil and rub couscous between your hands to air it and break up any lumps. 

Stir in sugar, cinnamon, orange blossom water, and drained raisins. Fry almonds in the remaining oil until lightly coloured, coarsely chop them, and mix them into the couscous.

Put the couscous into an 180C oven to warm through for about 15 minutes. When ready to serve, cut butter into small pieces and stir through, fluffing up the couscous with a fork.

Or the vege-inclined:

Eggplant salad (Serves 6 – 8)

500g (about 1- large) eggplant

2 tablespoons of salt

60 ml olive oil

1 large Spanish onion, finely chopped

1 teaspoon each of ground paprika, cumin, cinnamon and coriander

½ teaspoon dried chilli flakes

1 can diced tomatoes

4 garlic cloves, crushed

2 tablespoons chopped fresh coriander leaves

2 tablespoons chopped fresh mint

Thick Greek yoghurt, to serve

Cut eggplant into 1 ½ cm cubes. Place in a colander over a sink, sprinkle generously with the sale and toss to coat. Leave for 30 minutes.

Preheat oven to 200C. 

Rinse eggplant well to remove the salt, place in a tea towel and squeeze to remove as much liquid as possible.  Lay out on a large baking tray and drizzle with 2 tablespoons of the oil. Roast for 25 minutes until soft and golden brown.

Meanwhile, heat the remaining oil in a pan over medium heat. Add onion and cook for 2-3 minutes until it begins to soften. Add the dry spices and cook for a few seconds to release the flavours. Add tomato and garlic and cook over low heat for 6-8 minutes until thick. 

Season with salt and pepper and stir in coriander. Set aside.

Remove eggplant from the oven and add to tomato mixture. Stir in mint. Serve at room temperature with yoghurt.

Beetroot salad

250g (about 2-3) beetroot

1 small Spanish onion, grated

2 tablespoons chopped fresh coriander

2 tablespoons chopped fresh mint

60 ml walnut oil or olive oil

40 ml lemon juice

½ cup walnuts, lightly roasted, chopped

2 tablespoons of rosewater

Boil beetroot until tender – this can take up to an hour. Rub skin gently to peel and then cut into small dice. Place in a large bowl and add onion and fresh herbs. 

In a separate bowl, combine oils and lemon juice, and season. Toss beetroot and walnuts in the dressing. Sprinkle with the rosewater before serving.

Carrot salad

1 garlic clove, crushed

¼ teaspoon each of ground cinnamon, cumin and paprika

80 ml olive oil

1 teaspoon white wine vinegar

1 teaspoon honey

½ lemon, juiced

2 large carrots, peeled, thinly sliced

10 radishes, peeled, thinly sliced

2 tablespoons of chopped flat-leaf parsley

1 teaspoon orange flower water

Place garlic, spices, oil, vinegar, honey and lemon juice in a bowl and whisk to combine. Set aside.

Blanch the sliced carrots in boiling salted water for 1-2 minutes, drain and refresh. While still warm, toss in the dressing, then set aside at room temperature. To serve, toss in the radish and parsley and drizzle with orange flower water.

LIGHT AND FRUITY SWEETNESS
Even when there is no more room for anything, there is room enough for this light dessert. Healthy, tasty and filled with the beautiful Moroccan aromatics.

Fruit Salad with Honey and Orange Blossom Water (Serves 4) Slada Bil Fawakih

Juice of 1 large orange

2 tablespoons honey

1 teaspoon orange blossom water

750 g fresh fruit (strawberries, nectarines and grapes)

a few mint leaves

Mix the orange juice, honey and orange blossom water straight into the serving bowl.

Wash or peel the fruit and drop the fruit into the bowl as you cut them up into pieces so that they do not brown.

Leave in a cool place for at least an hour before serving. Garnish with the fresh mint. 

