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INTRODUCTION

The word ‘madaq’ means ‘flavour’ in Moroccan Arabic. It comes from the word مذاق, pronounced /mæ-θq/ or ‘mathaq’ in classical Arabic, which also translates as ‘flavour’ or ‘taste’. Flavour is an essential part of our everyday lives; it’s what truly ignites our passion for food. It holds a special place in the way we eat, and it’s the magic ‘ingredient’ that transforms a meal into a memorable experience.
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Our perception of flavour isn’t just swayed by the complexity of its dish, its elegance or its presentation. When we really enjoy a meal, it’s because it tastes delicious. We find ourselves going back for seconds when we enjoy a dish that is full of flavour and simply irresistible. The art of balancing flavours – achieving just the right amount of saltiness, sweetness or acidity, for example – is often what takes a dish of any kind to the next level.

Flavourful foods leave an indelible mark on your palate, an unforgettable taste memory. Think of the sweet, slightly tart allure of raspberries; the perfection of sun-ripened tomatoes; the explosion of tangy sweetness in every bite of a ripe nectarine. And then recall memories of a slow-cooked hearty stew; a fragrant, spicy vegetable curry; or an exquisite rich, dark chocolate cake. Those are the dishes we crave and hold close, the ones that capture our attention and keep it; it’s as if they hold a special key to our taste buds, and once they turn it, there’s no going back.

I can remember that even at a young age I embraced the wonders of Moroccan cooking. Moroccan food seemed to represent a symphony of flavours, an art mastered only by my mum and aunties. I’d watch them in the kitchen peeling, chopping, laughing, cooking and tasting – it all seemed beautiful and almost effortless. And it fuelled my curiosity as well, eventually inspiring me to immerse myself in the world of authentic Moroccan cuisine and its signature flavours.

If there’s one thing that sets Moroccan cuisine apart from so many others, it’s the unmistakable pursuit of bold flavours in every dish, what we know as madaq. If you’re at all familiar with traditional Moroccan cooking, you know that it doesn’t rely on extravagant ingredients or complex techniques. Instead, it celebrates the beauty of simplicity. At serving time, all the dishes are placed family-style in the centre of the table, inviting everyone to help themselves. When making a classic tagine, one of the most important ingredients is time. Crafting one is an exercise in patience, allowing all the spices to steep and meld together in order to bring out all their aromas. This simple approach to cooking highlights how everyday ingredients can be effortlessly transformed into special meals filled with depth and complexity.

I wrote this cookbook to show you how to bring bold Moroccan flavours into your own kitchen – with simple ingredients and straightforward techniques. With Madaq, I hope to take you on a journey where new flavours feel exciting, approachable, and always worth sharing.

MY STORY

My parents emigrated from Fez, Morocco, to Brussels, Belgium in the 1970s. Like many immigrants, they didn’t really know how long they would spend in their new country. Morocco was their place of birth, and they were planning to go back there eventually. Being the child of immigrants meant that the culture and the environment I grew up in was the culture of my parents’ birthplace.

Moroccan culture is a rich blend of Arab and Amazigh (Berber) cultures. The blend of these two historically singular cultures is powerful and complex. It’s colourful in many ways, pleasantly loud and deliciously generous. Moroccans place a strong emphasis on ceremony, with rituals and cooking taking centre stage at every family gathering, celebration or holiday. In fact, we seem to have a special dish for every occasion.

Both my parents are food obsessed, and they used food as a way to anchor us to our Moroccan heritage. So, even though we were in the heart of Brussels, our dining table was really a little piece of Morocco. Mornings started with a breakfast spread that transported us straight back to Fez: fried eggs accompanied by khlii, a savoury preserved meat akin to beef jerky; m’semen, a delectable, layered pan-fried bread reminiscent of paratha; and baghrir, semolina pancakes drenched in a syrup of honey, fragrant orange blossom water and melted butter. For dinner, we’d usually enjoy a tagine or grilled fish, chicken or meat, served with an assortment of salads and dips seasoned with extra-virgin olive oil and aromatic spices. And there was always an abundance of homemade Moroccan breads of one type or another to round out the meal. Even school lunches were all about tagine leftovers, which my mum magically turned into sandwiches served on baguettes.

I left my parents’ home for Paris when I was twenty-two to pursue my education there. I often look back on that time as my true introduction to adult life. I was living on my own for the first time, responsible for my own home, and I started preparing my own meals. During those initial weeks in Paris, I became part of a lovely group of new friends, and we established a tradition of hosting weekly dinner parties. Each member of our diverse group came from a different part of the world, and we took turns preparing meals from our own countries. When my first time to cook finally came, though, it dawned on me that I had never made a Moroccan meal entirely on my own. So I did what any self-respecting adult would do: I called my mum and asked her dozens of questions to make sure this first meal would be a success. The dinner went so well that it ignited my passion for cooking and feeding others.

After two years in Paris, I moved to London to study public policy. But my passion for cooking Moroccan food continued to burn brightly, and I began to take great pleasure in sharing flavourful meals with friends and classmates. Back then, though, the idea of a career in food hadn’t crossed my mind – I was just following the expected path and focusing on my education. But London, with its incredible food scene, had a different plan for me. It was there that I discovered contemporary cooking, fusion food, and the most diverse range of restaurants and cuisines imaginable. I fell head over heels with the concept of creating something entirely new by taking a beloved cuisine and giving it a contemporary twist, making it more accessible in the process.

So, after a few years, I made the bold decision to leave my job and dive headfirst into cooking school. My journey from novice cook to food professional took time – time for me to find my rhythm, culinary identity and personal style, whether as a chef or food writer. But what kept me going was my belief that it was my mission to share the rich heritage of my country through its food, to show that Moroccan food and culture go beyond stereotypes like greasy tagines and overly sweet cookies. And today, whether I’m creating a new dish for a restaurant or developing a recipe for the home cook, my mission remains the same: sharing the essence of Moroccan cuisine with others. With that same goal I wrote this cookbook, which is all about celebrating the heart and soul of Moroccan food.

MODERN MOROCCO

As the child of immigrants, and an immigrant myself, though I’ve lived in the UK for more than fifteen years, I have sometimes found myself struggling to define my own identity. I’ve always felt a deep connection to my Moroccan heritage, certainly, but there are times where I haven’t felt entirely Moroccan in Morocco, not really Belgian in Belgium, and not yet a total Londoner in the UK. In our modern era, defining one’s identity is a tricky process, one that extends beyond the traditional markers of nationality and geographical location. Rather, it’s an intricate mix of cultures, experiences, and other outside influences.

Still, I’ve always felt that my prominent identity is Moroccan. I take immense pride in my heritage, and witnessing the country’s evolution and increasing openness over the last decade has brought me a lot of joy. Morocco’s commitment to embracing tourism and nurturing a thriving economy is a source of optimism for me, and the flourishing multiculturalism there today is a testament to our nation’s welcoming spirit.

The modernization of the country has made it easier for visitors to access the wonders of Morocco. Our country’s diverse landscapes, from the majestic Atlas Mountains to the seemingly endless Sahara Desert to the picturesque coastal cities, are still treasures waiting to be explored, and it warms my heart to see that more and more travellers from around the world are discovering the beauty and the magic of my country. What I also find heartening is how Morocco is slowly becoming a more multicultural society, whether for Moroccan emigrants now returning home or for non-Moroccan expats. The influx of tourists as well as of expatriates has enriched our communities with a diversity of skills, cultures, languages and perspectives, and promoted an environment of openness and tolerance.

In the midst of these transformations, Morocco remains a land of enchantment, where ancient history meets modern progress, and where the warmth of our people is a constant reminder of our shared humanity. As Morocco continues to attract more people to its shores, Moroccan culture and food are gradually gaining recognition worldwide. As a chef, I can’t help but applaud the increasing presence of Moroccan cuisine around the globe. When I moved to London all those years ago, it was a struggle to find ingredients like preserved lemons, ras el hanout or harissa, but today Moroccan flavours and ingredients have found their place on international tables.

MOROCCAN CUISINE OVER TIME

Moroccan cuisine is the result of a melting pot of cultures, where each historical presence in the royal kingdom has left its mark. The country’s culinary legacy reflects its enviable geographical position as a meeting point for various civilizations, where a blend of trade routes and historical conquests came together to create a unique culinary tradition.

The earliest influences on Moroccan cuisine can be traced back to the indigenous Amazigh, also known as Berbers, who have inhabited North Africa for thousands of years. Their culinary heritage revolved around staples like couscous, preserved meat and dairy products, which continue to be integral to our cuisine. The Berbers also introduced the tagine pot and are in fact responsible for the techniques used to make the dish.
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The Arab arrival in the seventh century brought exotic spices such as cumin, coriander and cinnamon, introducing a complexity of seasoning to the cuisine that is still evident today. The Moors – Muslims based primarily on the Iberian Peninsula during the eighth century – also had a strong influence. Their legacy included the widespread cultivation of olive trees, for their fruit and oil, along with citrus groves and other fruit orchards across Morocco.

In the late fifteenth century, following their displacement from Spain and Portugal, Jews and Muslims from Iberia found refuge in Morocco. They brought with them culinary knowledge and techniques ranging from delicate pastry-making and bread traditions to slow-simmered stews and preservation methods, all of which became woven into Morocco’s broader culinary identity.

The country’s location on the Mediterranean coast connected it to the maritime trade routes, in turn introducing seafood into the cuisine. That Mediterranean influence can be seen in dishes such as seafood bastilla and fish kefta ‘meatball’ tagine, two specialties from the north of Morocco. The country’s position as a trading hub along the trans-Saharan caravan routes brought spices like saffron and ginger, further enriching the Moroccan spice palate. In 1912, the French colonization of Morocco opened a new culinary chapter. The French presence, which introduced a café culture, an appreciation of fine wines and the art of pâtisserie, infused the cuisine with a cosmopolitan flair that persists to this day.

The imperial dynasties that ruled Morocco over the centuries, from the Almoravids to the Alaouites, each left their own culinary legacy. The royal kitchens, often staffed by renowned chefs, played a pivotal role in refining and innovating Moroccan cuisine, leading to the creation of impressive dishes like chicken bastilla and lamb méchoui.

Today Morocco’s cuisine serves as a vibrant testament to the dynamic interplay of cultures, trade and dynasties that have defined the country’s identity over the centuries. These influences are very much reflected in the way I cook and develop recipes, but my approach has also been shaped by my own personal culinary experiences. As a result, you will find some recipes here, like the Ras el Hanout Mushroom Tacos, which were inspired by Mexican cooking, or the Kefta and Kale Couscous Bowls, with their hints of Lao and Thai influence, that are by no means traditional Moroccan dishes. Their core flavours, however, remain undeniably Moroccan.

MOROCCAN FOOD

Moroccan cuisine is diverse, vibrant, aromatic and full of flavour – the madaq that leaves an indelible impression. The country is famous for its tagines, those iconic stews made with succulent meat, poultry or fish cooked in a fragrant sauce, that are named for the earthenware pots they are traditionally cooked in. Other well-known dishes include scented couscous, aromatic salads, and fragrant roasts seasoned with ras el hanout, the classic spice blend. Chermoula, the marinade made with herbs, spices and fresh lemon juice, is another hallmark of the cuisine. As for sweets, there are many types of almond pastries, coated in honey and drizzled with orange blossom water, sweet flatbreads and, of course, Morocco’s iconic mint tea.

Yet beyond these more familiar dishes, there is a world of culinary gems waiting to be more widely discovered: dishes like t’faya, a sweet and spicy condiment of caramelized onion and raisins; zaalouk, a smoky aubergine and tomato dip; berkoukes, a traditional Berber dish made with small pasta pearls. Many of these are surprisingly simple to prepare. With Madaq, then, I am excited for you to discover the delicious flavours of Moroccan cuisine, and I hope the recipes in this cookbook leave your taste buds just as happy as they always leave mine.
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TOOLS TO DEVELOP MADAQ

Cooking, for many of us, isn’t just about preparing food to satisfy our hunger – it can be a form of meditation and discovery. As we chop, season and simmer, we delight in the wonderful smells that fill our kitchens. Almost every ingredient or technique has a story to tell and represents a tradition or a culture, while the cooking process itself feels like a calming ritual. I think one of the many reasons behind my decision to become a chef was to be able to appreciate the stillness that is often present in cooking.

But while I love making time to slow down and truly enjoy the process of cooking at home, there are many days when I am desperate for quick and effortless ways to put food on the table for my family. If this sounds familiar, know that you’re not alone. The truth is, very often life and work get in the way, and our busy lives limit the time we can spend in the kitchen. However, we are all also becoming increasingly aware of the important connections between following a healthy lifestyle and cooking our own food at home. With this in mind, I’ve included a diverse collection of accessible and practical recipes in this book so that, even on the busiest days, you can enjoy wholesome and satisfying meals at home.

Whether you choose to cook one of the quick-and-easy recipes or a slightly more elaborate one, exploring an unfamiliar cuisine can seem daunting. The good news is that Moroccan cooking is more accessible than you might imagine. In fact, the tools, as well as the ingredients, required to develop madaq may already be in your kitchen, waiting to be transformed into something magical and delicious. In this chapter, I share with you my trusted list of must-have ingredients and equipment.
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INGREDIENTS

SPICES AND OTHER SEASONINGS

CUMIN: Cumin has a warm, earthy flavour with delicate hints of citrus. Both the seeds and the ground spice are used, adding a unique character to various spice blends and many traditional recipes.

CORIANDER: Coriander seeds, whole or ground, are another essential spice in Moroccan cuisine. Coriander is distinctively aromatic and has a citrusy, nutty flavour that enhances many dishes.

SWEET PAPRIKA: Sweet paprika is prized for its ability to add a vibrant colour and a gentle warmth, with a touch of sweetness, to many dishes.

SMOKED SWEET PAPRIKA: Smoked sweet paprika isn’t traditional in Moroccan cooking, but I like the unexpected twist it can bring to classic dishes. Mild and sweet, it contributes a subtle smokiness.

CINNAMON: Cinnamon is cherished for its remarkable ability to bring a sweet and warm flavour to many dishes, from its comforting embrace of baked goods to the delightful balance it provides in both sweet and savoury preparations.

GINGER: Ground ginger adds a distinctive warmth and pungent notes to many tagines, enhancing and deepening their flavours.

TURMERIC: With its vibrant yellow colour and slightly bitter, earthy flavour, turmeric is one of the stars of Moroccan cuisine. It is used in many tagines and traditional couscous recipes, where it also paints the dishes with a sunny hue.

SAFFRON: Aromatic, with a slightly floral and bitter flavour, saffron threads are used in many tagines, which they imbue with a distinctive yellow colour.

CAYENNE PEPPER: Cayenne pepper, known for its fiery spiciness, is a potent player in the Moroccan kitchen. It is used in moderation, as its heat can be quite intense.

GREEN CARDAMOM: Sweet, aromatic green cardamom, is used in many baked goods, and it is one of the identifying flavours of Moroccan coffee.

ANISEED: Aniseed and ground anise are used to add a liquorice-like flavour to a variety of baked goods and other sweet treats.

FENNEL SEEDS: Fennel contributes a flavour that’s like a gentle embrace of anise with a delicate hint of sweetness.

RAS EL HANOUT: The origins of this ubiquitous spice blend can be traced back to ancient times, but its essence becomes clear when you translate its name: ‘ras el hanout’ means ‘top of the shop’ in Arabic, indicating that it is made with the finest spices in each merchant’s store. There’s no fixed recipe for this blend – instead, it reflects the artistry of the individual spice purveyor. (To make your own ras el hanout, see the recipe on page 46.)

BLACK PEPPER: The recipes in this book were tested with ordinary black pepper, but my favourite type is actually the long pepper, also known as Indian long pepper or Indian pepper, as it is native to that country. It has a distinctive fragrance and floral aroma, with a hint of ginger, that I find very special; you can order it online from speciality spice purveyors. To grind long pepper, you can use a coffee or spice grinder, or chop it into smaller pieces and use a standard pepper mill.

SALT

When I am cooking at home, my go-to choice is fine sea salt. I like it for its small grains, natural flavour, and high mineral content. Nevertheless, feel free to choose a different type of salt – but be sure to adjust the amount accordingly. For example, because of the larger crystal size, a teaspoon of kosher or coarse salt will not deliver the same amount of saltiness as a teaspoon of fine sea salt. As a general rule, when I am trying a new recipe, I usually add about half of the specified quantity of salt and then adjust to taste if necessary.

HERBS

PARSLEY: Parsley is used to enhance the flavours of many Moroccan dishes, from salads to tagines. It brings a burst of colour and a hint of herbal freshness.

CORIANDER: Coriander adds fresh, citrusy notes to countless Moroccan dishes, from hearty tagines and couscous to salads, marinades and condiments. Feel free to substitute parsley for coriander, or vice versa, based on your preference.

MINT: Mint in some ways encapsulates the essence of Moroccan cuisine. It’s a vital element of many dishes, bringing refreshing and aromatic notes. Whether it’s used in a fragrant mint tea, as a garnish or as an integral ingredient in a salad, it adds a welcome revitalizing note.

CONDIMENTS

HARISSA: Harissa is the queen of Moroccan condiments. It’s a fiery red chilli paste made from dried chillies. Whether used as a flavour base in marinades for grilled meats or mixed with mayonnaise to make a dipping sauce for French fries, harissa adds a fragrant heat and a complex depth of flavour to various dishes. Nowadays, many shop-bought harissa pastes, both red and green, have an authentic taste and are as delicious as the pastes you can purchase in Morocco. In the UK, where I live, my go-to brands are Amboora for when I want a fierce, punchy harissa, and Belazu for a milder, smokier one. (To make your own red or green harissa, see the recipes on pages 52 and 54.)

GREEN HARISSA: Made with fresh chillies rather than dried, green harissa is the invigorating counterpart to red harissa. Bursting with fresh herbs, spices and green chilli peppers, it brings tangy heat to many dishes. (To make your own see the recipe on page 54.)

PRESERVED LEMONS: Preserved lemons are an essential part of Moroccan cuisine. Most commonly used in tagines and cooked salads, they have a distinctive subtly bitter, sharp flavour characterized by a light saltiness. Preserved lemons are now widely available in speciality shops and many supermarkets, but the quality varies – some are extremely salty. (To make your own preserved lemons, see the recipe on page 49.) When working with preserved lemons, most Moroccans use only the rind, either chopped and stirred into a dish or thinly sliced for a garnish. However, I prefer to just deseed them and then finely chop them whole, including both flesh and peel. A little bit goes a long way: I recommend adding half of the quantity specified in the recipe to start, then tasting and adding more, if desired.

COUSCOUS AND FLOUR

COUSCOUS: Couscous grains are made using a unique process: coarse-ground durum wheat flour is moistened with water and rolled into tiny pellets, which are then gently steamed to create small, beadlike grains. Couscous is a staple of Moroccan cuisine, and it is much more than just a side dish. In Morocco, the term ‘couscous’ actually refers to a dish made of couscous topped with meat or chicken and vegetables in a fragrant broth. Traditionally, it is prepared in a special pot called a couscoussière, also known as a couscous steamer. It consists of two parts: a large bottom pot, where vegetables and meat are simmered in broth, and a perforated pot, or basket, that sits on top of it. The couscous grains are steamed in the perforated basket, absorbing the flavours of the broth as they cook and become light and fluffy. Outside Morocco, the most common method for preparing couscous is the instant one, where the couscous is put in a bowl, covered with boiling water and left to steam. However, the grains often end up overcooked and soggy. When using the instant method, it’s important not to add too much water and to be careful not to let the couscous steam for too long. For either method, once the couscous is just cooked, adding a small amount of fat, such as a knob of butter or a little olive oil, and using a fork to fluff it up, will enhance its texture. For my trusted method for preparing fluffy couscous, see Fragrant Chicken and Onions Buried in Couscous on page 171.

FINE AND COARSE SEMOLINA FLOUR: Made from durum wheat, semolina flour, with a coarse texture and rich flavour, is the base of many traditional breads and pastries. Fine semolina flour is used for breads such as batbout (20-Minute Pan-Fried Bread, page 94) and m’semen (Garlic Butter and Cheese Flatbreads, page 83), while dishes like harcha (Semolina Bread with Salted Honey Butter, page 68) and assida (Brown Butter Semolina Porridge with Sesame Nut Crunch, page 93) are made with coarse semolina flour.

LEGUMES

CHICKPEAS: Whether it’s in classic dishes like couscous or harira, or in street foods like tayb o’hari (‘Tayb O’hari’ Chickpeas, Tuna and Egg Salad, page 227), chickpeas are an essential ingredient in Moroccan cooking. Their nutty flavour and firm texture make them the perfect addition to a wide range of dishes.

CANNELLINI BEANS: Cannellini beans, although not native to Morocco, have found a place in many recipes. The creamy, ivory beans add a mild, nutty flavour and texture to a variety of hearty dishes.

BROWN LENTILS: Brown lentils, also not native to Morocco, have become part of the Moroccan pantry, used in recipes like Harira (page 148), the hearty soup, and adis (Lentil Stew with Sun-Dried Tomatoes and Kale, page 143).

NUTS AND DRIED FRUITS

DATES: With their natural sweetness and rich, caramel flavour, dates are a favourite ingredient, enjoyed as a snack and used in sweet preparations like zaazaa (Avocado and Almond Smoothie, page 89). They are harvested in Errachidia and Ouarzazate, between October and November.

DRIED APRICOTS: Dried apricots, with their unique combination of tangy and sweet flavours, are traditionally used in tagines. I also love to include them in salads and desserts, where they offer a burst of sunshine in every bite.

PRUNES: Sweet, slightly tart prunes are used in a variety of tagines, where they add a touch of complexity.

ALMONDS: Almonds add texture, flavour and a touch of richness to many dishes, both sweet and savoury. They are the star of sweet pastries such as Almond Macaroons (page 276), and toasted almonds are used to garnish many tagines and salads.

PISTACHIOS: While not native to Morocco, pistachios have become part of the country’s culinary repertoire. I use them to flavour a range of dishes, from tagines to salads to desserts, and as a garnish.

WALNUTS AND PECANS: Both pecans and walnuts are enjoyed as a wholesome snack; in baking and cooking, they are often used interchangeably, although pecans are milder and sweeter than walnuts. Both nuts are commonly added to stuffings and salads, among other dishes.

OILS AND OTHER FATS

OLIVE OIL: For me, olive oil is not just a cooking medium but also a symbol of the Mediterranean essence deeply ingrained in Moroccan cooking traditions. I generally prefer extra-virgin olive oil because of its flavour and higher nutritional value than ordinary olive oil. However, for the recipes in this book, you can use the type that best suits your taste and budget. Although they are more expensive, I do recommend cold-pressed oils (also referred to as ‘cold-extracted’) for dressings and for drizzling over finished dishes. Cold-pressed olive oil is processed using only mechanical means, without heat or chemicals, preserving its flavour and more of its nutrients.

ARGAN OIL: Argan oil, with a distinctive nutty flavour and rich, amber hue, is sometimes referred to as ‘liquid gold’ in Morocco. To Moroccans, argan oil is more than just a cooking staple – it’s a vital part of our lifestyle and our culinary tradition, and it offers impressive health benefits, including anti-inflammatory properties; it is also high in unsaturated fats. However, argan oil can be quite pricey outside of Morocco; walnut oil, with a comparable nutty flavour, is a decent, more budget-friendly substitute.

GHEE: Ghee, or Indian clarified butter, isn’t commonly used in Moroccan cooking, but I find it to be the best substitute for s’men, which is nearly impossible to source outside Morocco. S’men is clarified fermented butter that is often used in preparations such as Tangia Marrakchia (see Cumin and Preserved-Lemon Beef Stew, page 206) or to enhance the texture
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