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history and people of the meghrib
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‘The only conceivable geographical unity in the Meghrib can be described as a repetitive pattern of mountains, plains, steppes and desert, and a related pattern of economic activity.’

Africa—A Geographical Study

‘The Berber tribes in the West are innumerable, they are all Bedouins, members of groups and tribes. When one tribe is destroyed another takes its place and is as refractory and rebellious as the former one had been. It has taken the Arabs a long time to establish their dynasty in the land of Ifrigiyah1 and the Meghrib.’

The Mugaddimah

The Meghrib (‘the land of sunset’ in Arabic)2 extends over a coastal strip of about 4,200 kilometres along the southern shores of the Mediterranean. The Meghrib consists of four modern states—Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia and Libya.

Climatically there are three parallel east-west regions: the first is the Mediterranean coast, which represents one-fifth of the total area of Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia. In Libya, predominantly a desert land, this region exists only in a very narrow strip. The second is the intermediate, which incorporates the Atlas system of mountains in Morocco which extends towards Algeria and western Tunisia. The third and last is the Sahara desert in the south. The vegetation of the Meghrib, as with the rainfall, diminishes progressively from north to south. It is vital to appreciate the geography of the region since the entire history of its people has been shaped by these topographical divisions.

Early History

When the Meghrib first came into the light of history after the arrival of the Phoenicians (who built trading posts on its coastline in the first millennium BC), it was already inhabited by groupings of people who are today called Berbers.3 The Phoenicians were merchant adventurers par excellence, thus were not particularly interested in the lands and people with whom they traded. As a result, the Carthaginians, who were related to the Phoenicians, gradually established their rule not only over the Phoenician trading settlements, but, in time, over most of the Meghribian coastline.

The city of Carthage had been founded (near the modern Tunis) at the end of the ninth century BC by emigrants from Tyre (southern Lebanon). They cultivated commerical and blood relationships with the Berber tribes by intermarriage. They also dealt with the Negroes of western Africa by means of caravans that crossed the Sahara. The political structure of Carthage survived unaltered until she was conquered and destroyed by Rome. Throughout her long period of domination, Carthage remained strictly a commercial power, though during the fifth century BC, and more so during the last century of her existence, much more emphasis was put on agriculture—large areas of Northern Tunisia and the Sahil were planted with fruit, olive trees and cereals.

The Carthaginians, besides being excellent traders, were also known for their intense religiosity and superstitiousness, characteristics which survived their physical extinction, and which were passed onto and spread amongst the indigenous people (Berbers) of the Meghrib, causing havoc and great social unrest in post-Islamic Meghrib, particularly between the eighth and fifteenth centuries.

After two centuries of bloody confrontation Carthage finally fell to the might of Rome. The outstanding personality of the period was Hannibal, whose crossing of the Pyrenees in the spring of 218 BC with 40,000 men and elephants on the way to Rome has become a legend of inspiration and determination. Much was made of this epoch of Meghribian history by Algerians, Moroccans and Tunisians during the ‘Wars of Liberation’ of the twentieth century. Carthage resisted for three years, but was finally destroyed in 146 BC, fires raging for five days after her surrender.

‘What remained after the destruction of this most important of the Liby-Phoenician cities, was the impact of her civilisation which spread widely among the Berbers—and the Punic language.’

A History of the Meghrib

In the early period Rome ruled only the Meghribi coastline (excepting Tunisia), but wanted a more definite frontier to enclose her territories. The Fossa regia (royal ditch) was begun by Scipio Africanus, and later ‘limes’ (Roman fortifications) were also constructed. The region was divided up into four provinces, and security was provided by the third Augustan legion. The legionaries were Roman citizens and a fair percentage were of Berber origin. By the middle of the second century AD ‘it was the Africans who ensured order in Africa on behalf of Rome’ (L‘Afrique Romaine).

Economically Roman Africa was an agricultural domain. Wheat, olive oil, wine, marble, wood and mules were all exported to Rome, and large agricultural estates appeared in the Meghrib. Many towns were built with all the necessary social conveniences such as forums adorned with honorific monuments, market places and temples. The lack of water did not stand in the way of the Roman rulers. If water was not available or close at hand they brought it from afar. The great aqueducts striding across the desolated plains and mountain ranges remain as impressive monuments to the genius of Rome. ‘These dams and cisterns made possible the building of the dead cities which astonish us today. That these works are now in ruins is not due to the failure of the rainfall and the springs. It is sometimes due to earth movements, but more usually to the hand of Man. For nearly 2,000 years the people of the country have been using Roman monuments as stone quarries for the building of houses and mosques. But wilful destruction by invaders also played havoc with the magnificent buildings the Romans left behind them’ (The Golden Trade of the Moors). These ‘wilful destroyers’ were the Vandals, followed centuries later by the nomadic Arabs and Ottoman Turks. ‘The civilised life which the Romans developed in the Meghrib during four centuries suffered an unmistakable setback in one century of Vandal rule’ (A History of the Meghrib).

The Vandals, following attacks by the Visigoths, left Spain and entered the Meghrib in the expectation of finding in it both security and abundant food. Led by King Gaiseric they occupied—through pillage, war and marauding expeditions into Roman and Berber territories—most of the Meghrib. For a time they even possessed Sicily, Corsica and Sardinia. But their suzerainty withered away under persistent Byzantine attacks. The Vandal period is noted for the virulent conflicts between Arianism4 and the Catholic Church; an important social element for it helped to ease, a century or so later, the advancement of Islam in the region and the total effacement of Christianity from some of its strongest outposts.

The Vandals were thrown out of the Meghrib by Byzantines in 533 AD primarily because Emperor Justinian wished to restore the Roman Empire to her former glory and, so it is said, because a certain Greek Orthodox bishop had confirmed a vision in which the Lord marched in front of the Emperor’s troops to make Africa his! Vandal royalty and nobility were taken to Constantinople and the rest were in time absorbed into the indigenous Berber population.

Resistance to the Byzantines in the Meghrib from the Berber tribes lasted for well over 100 years. Belisarius (the first commander) was replaced by Solomon ‘the Armenian’, then his nephew Sergius, and thus followed a succession of Byzantine leaders who attempted to control and subdue the independent spirit of the Berber tribes. The Arabs, to their cost, were to experience similar rebellions a century or so later.

During the rule of Heraclius (610–641 AD) a semblance of peace and prosperity was achieved which, however, was tragically destroyed by the arrival of the Arabs. The history of the Meghrib then changed dramatically, for while during the Roman period the Berbers showed themselves ready to adopt Roman civilisation, the Latin language and the Christian religion—which had already penetrated deep into the desert—all these achievements were wiped out under the hooves of the invading Arab horses. For the Arabs brought with them a new dynamic egalitarian religion, a new unifying language of the ‘Holy Book’ and a primitive yet adaptable culture.5

Islam had arrived. It entered the Meghrib as a region of a new unstoppable force led by nomadic southern Arabian tribes, and augmented by converts from their newly conquered territories.

Arabs and Berbers

‘The common people follow the religion of the ruler’

Moorish saying

It is a great fallacy to call the North African Arab. There is in fact very little ‘Arab’ blood in a Meghrib—the majority of people being of Berber stock with a certain amount of Negro (from Sudan, Ghana and West Africa) and Arab (from southern Arabia) influence.

The Berbers are a composite race ‘formed of dissimilar ethnological elements within which the Mediterranean type dominates’. Briefly, they emerged as a result of the intermingling of an eastern people, the Libou (hence Libya) who emigrated during the third to second millennium BC, with its prehistoric inhabitants who, in turn, originated from southern Spain. Berber tradition claims the race originated in Canaan (Palestine) with the biblical Goliath as their ancestor. The Persian historian al-Hamadani, in Description du Maghreb et de l’Europe, has this to say about Berber ancestry:

‘The Berbers are the Hawwara, Zanata, Darisa, Maghila and Warfajjowa, and there are many other … the Berbers originated in Palestine. They moved to Meghrib when their king, Goliath, was killed by David. They settled in the nearest Sus behind Tangier and in the furthest Sus some 2,050 miles from Qamuniya which is the place where al-Quyrawan starts today. The Berbers disdained to settle in towns. They prefer mountains and sandy deserts … they are heedless and dull-witted, the prophet has said “the women among the Berber are of greater worth than the men”.’6

A true Berber is of Caucasoid origin with fair skin, light hair, a short straight nose and fine thin lips much like all Mediterranean people. The ‘semitic’ characteristics (hooked nose, brown skin) are scarce outside historically Arab regions such as Fez, Kairwan etc; but what is evident in abundance is the admixture of negro blood (from African slaves). Indeed, as one travels further south throughout the entire region the negro element increases accordingly. The Berbers in the Moroccan Rif or the Algerian Kabylia regions are ‘white’—a substantial proportion of them with blue eyes. The Tuareg and those living near Mauritania are black, although all speak one or other of the Berber dialects.

These Berber races are widespread throughout North Africa and the Sahara. Their language differs greatly in their sound systems, but very little in grammar and vocabulary. Today there are still ten to fifteen million people who speak a Berber ‘language’7 which has been enriched over the centuries by many Arabic, Latin and Punic words. There is little written literature, but a rich folk tradition, much of which is still not collected.

The Arabs on the other hand are relative newcomers to the region, though some historians do claim that nomadic Arabian tribes have traversed the Sahara from time immemorial. This claim cannot be satisfactorily substantiated. The camel only arrived in the Sahara about the beginning of the Christian era, previous to which man had travelled with oxen, on horseback or in horse-drawn chariots. There were also no practical (or economic) reasons for the pre-Islamic Arabian tribes to penetrate the Meghrib. It was Islam and the desire to ‘internationalise’ it that drove the Bedouin of southern Arabia to the Atlantic coast and later into Spain.8

In 642 AD, after the fall of Alexandria (Egypt), the Arab army under the leadership of Amr b.al-As started the penetration of the Meghrib. Initially (as was the custom with Bedouin tribes) these raids were for slaves and booty, but after 667 AD a systematic war or conquest was initiated. When the Arab armies entered the Meghrib for the first time to stay, they met resistance, not, as they expected, from the Byzantine army, but from the strong Berber tribes.

The African Christians and the Berber tribes formed an alliance, but their forces were defeated by the Arabs near Tahirt, and the Arabs marched all the way to Tangier. These forces were led by a great commander—Ugba—who also laid the foundation of Kairwan (Tunisia) which he intended to use as a military and cultural base for spreading Islam amongst the Berbers. In time the Byzantines left the region, leaving the Berbers to fend for themselves; which they did successfully for a short period under the leadership of such formidable personalities as Kusaila and al-Kahina (the priestess). The former led the Christian Berbers of the Algerian Auras, the latter the Jarawa Jewish tribe, again from the Auras.

‘The Islamization of the Berbers went further than their Arabization, and in many ways the latter process was the product of the former—a great inducement to Islamization was enlistment in the Arab army and being treated (at least during the period of conquest) on an equal footing with the Arabs in the distribution of booty. The Arab conquest of Spain in the eighth century especially contributed towards the Islamization of the Berbers since it opened to their warriors a new field for fighting and gain.’

A History of the Meghrib

However, the Berbers’ innate love of freedom and a democratically based social structure, so well illustrated in their fierce resistance throughout the centuries against Spaniards, Turks and, in our own times, the French, was equally, if not more forcefully, applied against the Arabs. For generations, the Arabs were able to control only certain towns and cantonments outside of which—as with Carthage, Rome, Byzantium and Ottoman Turkey before them—the countryside belonged to the Berbers.

Thus throughout the centuries (with sporadic exceptions) the whole of North Africa was controlled by one or other of the Berber tribes—religious groupings—culminating with two truly outstanding dynasties, the Almoravids and the Almohads.

During 800 years of Arab rule four dynasties of importance succeeded one another in the Meghrib. The first of these tribo-religious groupings was the Kharijites, a religious political movement which harassed the ruling Umayyad dynasty between 660–675 AD. In Tahirt (Tunisia) a Persian, Abdul-Rahman-b.Rustam, founded the theocratic Rustamid state which was an offshoot of Kharijism. In 800 AD, Ibrahim-b.Agleb became the governor of Tunisia and founded the Aghlabid dynasty which lasted till 909 AD. The Aghlabid rulers were great constructors. They rebuilt the magnificent mosques of Kairwan and Zaituna (Tunisia); also the ribat of Susa (a monastery for the education of warriors for the holy war against the Christians of Sicily—the conquest of which island commenced in 827 AD). The Aghlabids also lavished money and attention on agriculture, especially the building of hydraulic works on Roman foundations.

They were followed, in Morocco, by the Idrisids, father and son, who built their capital Fez where Arab refugees from Spain and Tunisia settled—the latter in their district quarter Adwat al Kairawan, while those from Spain were in Adwat al Andalus. These two groups brought new blood into the Meghrib and although for many generations they held aloof from each other, from these two communities sprang all that is uniquely Moroccan in culture, learning and civilisation. Both Idrisids, father and son, are now the most worshipped saints in Morocco, and their tombs are places of pilgrimage. These two outstanding leaders were the first to attempt to organise the country and introduce Moslim civilisation. After their deaths Morocco was divided between their descendants which soon made her the object of rivalry between the Fatimides (also known as Ismailis),9 the Umayyads of Spain and several ambitious Berber chieftains.

It was not surprising that many Arabs and Berbers were induced to emigrate to Spain where there was peace and prosperity.10 The Arabs of course retained the best lands while the Berbers were left with the mountainous parts—their homelands even today in Morocco and Algeria.

In the middle of the eleventh century a new religio-political force, sweeping northwards from the Sahara, conquered the whole of Morocco and Algeria. These were the Almoravids—the Spanish name for the al-Murabitun (people of the monastery fortress)—a fierce religious confederation of Sanhaja Berbers led by two extraordinary leaders, Abu Bakr and Yusuf b.Tashufin. The latter built Marrakech, enlarged Fez and conquered most of Muslim Spain. But his descendants—having found themselves surrounded by an ancient and refined civilisation which they (once hardy, simple nomads) found very pleasant—wholeheartedly threw themselves into exploiting the fruits of their conquests. They began to amass wealth, surround themselves with luxury and soon ‘became incapable of continuing their military exploits—quickly became sunk in bigotry and narrowness of spirit, going as far as to burn in the public square in Cordova the masterpiece of eastern theologian and mystic al-Ghazali, because they considered it to be heterodox’ (Cambridge History of Islam).

The Almoravids were quickly replaced by the Almohads—Spanish name for the al-Muwahidun (those who proclaim the unity of God)—who, under the brilliant leadership of Abd-al-Mumin (a Berber from the region of Tlemcen), conquered the whole of North Africa and Southern Spain.

The empire of the Almohads marks the apogee of Berber power in the history of the Meghrib. Al-Mumin was perhaps the first Meghribi leader who deliberately set out to create a unified Muslim community. He developed a professional administration—Makhzin—to levy taxes on agriculture and trade to raise money for the sustenance of the armed forces. His reign brought prosperity: commerce flourished, and foreign merchants from city states such as Pisa, Marseilles and Genoa opened funduks (warehouses) all along the Mediterranean coastline. Urban life prospered. Marrakech was enlarged and endowed with monuments such as the al-Kutabiya mosque. Algiers, Tunis, Rabat and other towns were enlarged. At the same time, with the help of Spanish Muslims,11 notable achievements in architecture, music, medicine, poetry and philosophy were attained. The writings of Ibn Rushd (Averróes), who had an appointment at the Almohad court, were one of the principal means of introducing the philosophy of Aristotle to Europe—just awaking from her centuies’ long sleep.

Yet the Almohad empire, with all its achievements, crumbled and, within forty years, all had vanished. There were several causes for this cataclysm. A History of Africa says: ‘Like the Abbasid empire or that of the Charlemagne, the Almohad empire was too large for the resources of its time.’ There was also no national unity in the empire of the type that was then beginning to emerge for some European peoples such as the Portuguese, French and English. ‘The very concept was difficult for the Berbers of this time to grasp. Their basic loyalty was to their own tribes and they could not readily contemplate larger or other units’ (A History of Africa). Other contributory factors were Christians who, for long on the defensive, were now beginning to make encroachments into Muslim territories in Spain and North Africa; simultaneously Arab Bedouin tribes were steadily eroding the resources and the power of the government in the plateau and steppe lands.

The collapse of the Almohad state brought the political unity of the Meghrib to an end. It was henceforth divided into three regions—between the Hafsids, Abd-al-Wadids and the Marinids—a pattern that was firmly established during Ottoman rule in the sixteenth century, and which was to endure into modern times.

The Sixteenth Century Onwards

At the beginning of the sixteenth century the Meghrib was in complete political decay, a situation which helped both the Christians (in Portugal and Spain) and the Ottomans to penetrate with intent to stay. The Christians, after some initial success, withdrew because of the discovery of both the New World and the route to India via the Cape of Good Hope. The political and economic potential that these discoveries implied soon attracted the notice of the Spanish, Portuguese and English governments. But the Ottomans, who had founded small military governments based on privateering, stayed and expanded.

The architects of Ottoman rule in the Meghrib were the Barbarossa brothers who came from the Greek island of Mytilene (ancient Lesbos). They were sea-rovers operating from Goulelta (Tunisia). The eldest brother, Aruj, had gained great prestige and, with covert help from the Hafsid Sultan (who had shares in his booty), he had succeeded in extending his authority throughout north-west Algeria. He was slain while fleeing from the Spaniards who, with the Ottomans, were carving up the Meghrib. Aruj’s work was carried on by his brother Khayr al-Din who was to become the founder of the ojak (home, hearth) of Algiers, better known as the Regency of Algiers.

From 1525 Algiers became the principal centre of Ottoman authority in the Maghrib, whence they carried out their expansionist plans against their chief rival in Africa—Spain. For a century or more governors were directly appointed or removed by Istanbul, but in time the regencies (Algiers, Tunis and Tripoli) acquired a considerable degree of independence although they always recognised the suzerainty of the Sultan in the Sublime Porte, and were obliged to contribute naval and military assistance when called upon to do so. The ojak of Algiers was the most powerful, and the ships at her disposal the most numerous—the primary use of these being privateering. The ports of Tripoli, Tunis and Algiers as well as being centres for trade (wheat, olive oil etc) were also bases from which the corsairs operated. The majority of these were renegades (from Corsica, Sicily or Calabria) or Europeans converted to Islam. The Barbarossa brothers were Greek, the four Ottoman governors of Algiers between 1574-1586 were Sardinian, Albanian, Hungarian and Venetian in turn. Those operating from Moroccan bases were Muslims of Spanish origin. The Ottoman soldiery (Janissaries) too were of non-Turkish stock. They were primarily drawn from Greece, Georgia and Armenia and were converted to Islam at an early age and brought up in a disciplined military way of life. There were constant disagreements between the corsairs and the military who wished to share in the former’s booty of plunder and slaves (negroes and Christians).

The countryside, however, was little affected by the Ottoman administration. ‘Tribalism continued to be the most important feature of social organisation and the Turks contributed towards its entrenchment by using tribal chiefs for keeping their respective areas under control’ (A History of the Meghrib).

Algeria became an oligarchic republic with the ruler or dey12 elected for life like the Doge of Venice. This form of government lasted till 1830. In Tunisia and Tripolitania, similar Ottoman institutions were installed, and both lands profited from the sea-faring trade of privateering. The slaves were consigned to bagnios where life was harsh, but no worse than for their counterparts in European vessels. Unlike Algiers, however, hereditary dynasties were developed in time in Tunisia and Tripoli and these, although they did still pay lip service to the Sultan in Istanbul, were for all practical purposes independent ‘corsair’ states.

The great days of those states were during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. By the eighteenth, the growing technical superiority of the European fleets was already reducing profits from the captures. Algiers, which had a population of over 100,000 in the sixteenth century of which one-third were slaves, could claim only a mere hundred or so slaves by the time of the French attacks in 1830. Slavery was a profitable trade and charitable missions13 were created to look after their welfare.

‘European historians have usually taken a very unfavourable view of the North African or as they call them the “Barbary” states during this period. It was in fact a time of slow decay for Islam, in the west just as in the east; and it can not be said that the Barbary states in the Turkish period made any particular contribution to civilisation. Still the same could be said of many other countries—the bad reputation of the North African was primarily a reaction to the privateering; which was “legal”, as was Elizabethan English [privateering].’

North West Africa

In Tunisia a Cretan Muslim, Husain Bey, created a dynasty which lasted from 1705–1957 when the last Bey Amin was deposed on the proclamation of the Tunisian Republic; while in Tripolitania, in 1711, Ahmad Qaramanli founded a dynasty which lasted over 120 years. Tunisia had a less anarchic and troubled political life than both Algeria and Morocco which, though ruled by several local dynasties, went through much pain. The Ottomans were never able to control Morocco, though a great deal of time and effort was spent with that intent. The Saidits (1553–1654) wasted their reign fighting off the Portuguese and Spanish. The outstanding leader of this period was Ahmad al-Mansour who took power after the ‘Battle of the Three Kings’ (1578). He founded an army on the Ottoman model—incorporating renegades from Andalusia, Turks, negroes and Spaniards—and did a thriving trade with England and France.

Another outstanding personality was Moulay Ismail (1672–1727) who was proclaimed Sultan on the death of his brother. He struggled for several years to bring the country to submission. Law and order were established by brutal means. Piracy became a state enterprise with the Sultan owning half of the vessels operating from Moroccan ports. His descendants tried hard to keep control over the country, but with little success. Morocco, more than any of her Meghribi neighbours, was a backward-looking, tribal society with little political infra-structure, no technology or social cohesion.

The beginning of the nineteenth century saw the collapse of the British, French and Spanish American colonies which, one after the other, acquired local independence. It also heralded the end of the Napoleonic wars in Europe, the further weakening of the Ottoman empire and a new phenomenon—colonisation of that vast yet uncharted continent of Africa.

The French, who had not made much impact in the Americas, had several footholds in West Africa and were the first to make a move. They needed a pretext, and it arrived in the shape of a fly swatter. On April 29 1827 the Dey of Algiers, Husain, struck the French consul with a swatter. This insult to a representative of the French government started a crisis which grew out of hand and, due to internal party politics and commercial pressures, King Charles X was forced to announce his decision to invade Algiers. There was no heart in the French assault, but it was nevertheless an opportune moment for the French who took advantage of an internal crisis in the Dey’s affairs. In May 1830 an army of 37,000 men sailed from Toulon, landed at Sidi Ferruch and immediately entered Algiers. The Dey capitulated and left for Naples. The French had won an easy victory—but not for long.

The Berber tribes, as ever, rose up in arms. They were led by an outstanding leader called Abd al-Qadir who raised the countryside in a holy war against the Christian infidels. French propaganda, claiming that they had come to liberate the people from their Turkish tyrants, received the rebuff it deserved. The age however was ‘the age of imperialism and after months and years of indecision it was decided to conquer and colonise the whole country in the high Roman style’ (North West Africa).14 The effects of the conquest were two fold. Firstly there was destruction, loss of lives and money, and indeed the population of the country fell from 3 million in 1830 to 2,100,000 some forty years later. The military victories were then followed by colonisation with Italians, Maltese and French (particularly after the Franco-Prussian war) settling on the most fertile lands and pushing the natives further south towards the desert. Mosques were converted to churches, Muslim feast days ceased to be legal holidays and large portions of tribal lands were confiscated. In 1841 General Bugeaud told his soldiers, ‘You have often beaten the Arabs. You will beat them again, but to rout them is a small thing. They must be subdued…the Arabs must be reduced to submission so that only the French flag stands upon the African soil’ (Life in Africa).

Once French rule was established in Algeria it was only a matter of time and diplomacy before France extended her control to the other Meghribi lands. In 1881 Tunisia lost her independence. The country was not conquered, but became a protectorate, retaining its monarchy and something of her former state and nationhood—although in practice all form of authority was soon in the hands of French officials. There are those who claim that the best thing that ever happened to the Meghrib was the arrival of the French. In The Arab Revival, Francesco Gabrieli said: ‘Whatever has happened since, the French expedition to Algiers in 1830 must be regarded as a service to civilisation more important then any question of nationality.…Opinions about this war will vary, according to whether or not one recognises the right of a superior civilisation to impose itself on primitive peoples, to give them the benefits of technical progress and to take in exchange the riches which they themselves cannot appreciate, beginning with their land.’ This, of course, from a writer whose countrymen so savagely conquered Ethiopia and Libya (in 1911), and found themselves involved in a long and bitter struggle with the Arabs, particularly in Cyrenaica! Finally, in 1912, Morocco was made a French protectorate. The Moroccans however, led by Abd al-Karim, fought for independence until 1934.

If the nineteenth century was the age of colonialism, the twentieth was that of nationalism, and after the Second World War all the countries of the Meghrib acquired their independence. After two years of terrorism and lengthy negotiations, Morocco was granted independence. Several years of civil disturbances, with killings on both sides, resulted in Tunisia being declared an independent state with Habib Bourguiba forming the first government. In 1949 the UN General Assembly voted that Libya should become an independent state with Mohammad Idris as king. Algeria, the first victim of colonisation, was also to be the last to free herself. The French came with blood and left with blood. General Charles de Gaulle offered self-determination, and independence was formally proclaimed in 1962.

For the first time since the days of Carthage and Rome the four nations of the Meghrib are truly independent of foreign domination, but as the Stevens’s put it so succinctly in Algeria and Sahara, they are searching for an identity: ‘A country without history may be blessed. Countries burdened with two thousand years of history documented beyond denial may at times ask to be relieved of the burden, but a country which has just won its independence not only wants to have a history but wants that history to be its own property, not a footnote to that of Spain, France, Morocco or Turkey.’

Time however is on their side and gradually they will resurrect their past and build their future in freedom and peace—two commodities of which the Meghrib has had very little for generations.

Social and Religious Influences

‘Better a handful of dry dates, and contentment, than to own the gate of peacocks and to be kicked in the eye by a broody camel’

Libyan proverb

Islam is the religion of the Meghrib. The Koran contains the very words that God put in the mouth of the Prophet Mohammad; it contains the truth and defines the veracity of all previous revelations and the righteousness of all the prophets. The Koran, coupled with the Hadith (the record of how the Prophet and the early Muslims had behaved), is a way of life for all people. The teachings of those two books more than anything else have created the Meghribi society as it was and still is today.

Using modern terminology we could say that the Meghrib is part of the ‘third world’. This connotation suggests a backward agriculture and economy, little industrialisation and lack of the sort of social-welfare amenities to which most Europeans are accustomed. And indeed the poverty prevalent throughout the region is one that has been created over the centuries, one that cannot be eliminated overnight. Governments are trying hard to eradicate this misery and better the lot of their people—some using socialist ideas and methods, others keeping in line with general Islamic concepts. The land is being cultivated at a faster rate than ever; housing, health and education are given top priority. Time and wise leadership are all that is needed. Some people see all the guidance and all the answers to their problems in the Koran, others believe modern society—or ‘western’ society—with materialist and technological solutions, is the answer.

The Koran—apart from dealing with religio-philosophical dicta such as the concept of God, man and the universe, life after death etc—also has a great deal to say about moral and spiritual values, social issues such as prayer, fasting, pilgrimage and public affairs. These ‘do’s’ and ‘don’ts’ are clearly stipulated.

A good Muslim must pray five times a day (before sunrise, at noon, in the afternoon, at sunset and at night).15 He need not do so in a mosque if one is not available. Anywhere will do, so long as his heart and the ground chosen are clean. A Muslim lays a small carpet (kilim or sajabada) on the ground facing towards the East or, more accurately, the holy shrine (ka’aba) in Mecca. For God said, ‘The whole earth has been purified for me for the worship of God.…Your Lord says “Pray unto me, I will answer your prayer”’ (The Forgiving One, 40:61). When a person is travelling and is unable to pray, the noon and afternoon services can be combined. Similarly the sunset and the night prayers can be combined.

The Muslim year differs by ten days from the calendar year, hence the Muslim months do not always come at the same season. In the month of Ramadan the Koran prescribes fasting—‘Fasting is prescribed to you as it was prescribed for those before you, that you may attain to righteousness’ (The Cow, 2:184). A good Muslim is required, throughout the month, to abstain from food, drink and sexual intercourse from dawn to sunset. The fast is obligatory upon every adult, with certain exceptions (those who are sick or are travelling, a woman with child or those who are old and find the severity of the fast too hard to bear).

The month of fasting being a lunar month, comes eleven days earlier every year thus rotating through the year so that in every part of the world it falls in all seasons of the year. This naturally entails great hardship to some Muslims—those who live in the tropics or in the Scandinavian lands, for instance. I have heard of Muslims working and living in Norway and Sweden who fly back to the Middle East for the month of Ramadan for they find it physically difficult to fast in northern climatic conditions. Fasting is a good psychological factor for it ‘levels’ all—rich and poor alike. The rich experience the pangs of hunger and thirst as much as the poor: ‘Hunger and privation cease to be mere expressions and become an experience shared in common’ (Islam).

Westerners who travel on business or holiday in Muslim lands find this abstention from food and drink from dawn to sunset during the month of Ramadan ‘bizarre’ and unbearable. My advice has always been to try and understand the moral and religious laws of their hosts and not to ostensibly appear to be breaking the people’s sacred mode of living. Most, if not all, hotels and restaurants in the Meghrib will serve non-Muslims even though they refrain from drinking even a glass of water themselves.

There are those who ‘forget’ to fast. They justify this omission by quoting a saying of the Prophet, ‘When one forgets and eats and drinks, he should complete his fast, for Allah made him eat and drink’ (A Manual of Hadith).

The Koranic law is very specific about what a good Muslim should eat. The first condition is that it must be lawful (halal).16 The second condition is that it should be good (tayyib), or fit for eating (not unclean or offensive to one’s taste). One must be moderate in regards to quantity and quality: ‘And eat and drink and be not immoderate, for He does not love the immoderate’ (The Heights, 7:31).

God’s name must be invoked before animals are slaughtered. And the Koran states to all Muslims:


‘It is lawful for you to eat the flesh of all beasts other than that which hereby is announced to you.

Game is forbidden while you are on a pilgrimage.

You are forbidden carrion, blood and the flesh of swine.

You are forbidden the flesh of slaughtered animals, and of those beaten or gored to death…’



The Table, 5:3–5:4

Fish is permitted, as are all vegetables, fruits and dairy food. A Muslim is meant to be tolerant towards non-Muslims. He is advised to eat with Jews and Christians. ‘The game of the sea is that which has been hunted, and its food is that which is cast forth. And Ibn Abas said, Eat of the game of the sea whether it is [killed] by a Christian or a Jew or a Magician’ (A Manual of Hadith).

All kinds of intoxicants are prohibited. This not only applies to drinks, but also to drugs.

During the last ten days of Ramadan some people stay in the mosque and devote themselves to Koranic studies and the remembrance of God. A good Muslim is also expected (if his means are sufficient) to go on a pilgrimage to Mecca once in his life. There, setting aside all earthly thoughts, he must devote himself to God.


‘Here am I. O Allah, here am I,

Here am I. There is no associate with thee;

All praise is thine and all Bounty;

There is no associate with thee.’



Life has always been hard in desert and steppe lands. Nature often has been cruel to the Bedouin. Floods, famine and drought have created a sturdy, hard personality, but there were times when even the Bedouin and the Fellah found themselves in despair. Such a time was in the thirteenth century when the great historian Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi visited Egypt and North Africa. Droughts and famine of unsurpassable scale ravaged the land and drove the people to inhuman extremes. I quote, not to sentimentalise, but to give an idea of the kinds of suffering that the North African people have undergone during their history, and also to illuminate the contract between man and God which runs in the very soul of a good Muslim.

‘They could no longer hold out any hope of the rise of the Nile, and in consequence, already the price of commodities had risen. The provinces were made desolate by drought; the inhabitants foresaw an inevitable scarcity, and the dread of the famine excited tumultuous movements among them. The inhabitants of villages and of country districts retired to the principal towns of the provinces, a large number emigrated.…When the sun had entered the sign of the Ram, the air was corrupted, the plague and contagion began to make itself felt, and the poor, pressed by the famine which struck them always, ate carrion, corpses, dog and the excrement and the filth of animals. This went on for a long time, until they began to eat little children. It was not rare to surprise people with little children roasted or boiled….’

This gruesome tale, from The Eastern Key, continues with his description of parents eating their own children, whole villages making a business of killing and selling children, and how the government and God finally punished those ‘animals’. It is accompanied by a succinct moral: ‘This craze for eating one another became so common among the poor that the greater number of them perished in this way…’—a Satanic solution to the world’s poverty problem?

With such glimpses of the past with its woe and suffering it is perhaps understandable why the Meghribi puts up with the deprivation and ‘ill-faith’ that is his lot. Indeed, he or she not only puts up with it, but accepts it as God’s will, and is content. Back in the fourteenth century Ibn Khaldun wrote (in The Mugaddimah) about the tribe of Mudar, from the region of Hijaz: ‘The Mudar inhabited a country without agriculture or animal produce. They were kept from the fertile plains, rich in grain…[but] they had no envy of the abundance of [those regions]. They often ate scorpions and beetles. They were proud to eat ilhiz—that is camel hair ground with stones, mixed with blood and then cooked.’

Even today a quick visit to the kasbahs and medinas of North Africa will reveal the all too obvious horrors of malnutrition. ‘Most of them show the same symptoms. Malnutrition! The staple food was flour paste, or semolina with olive oil and red pepper sauce to flavour, and steamed vegetables. Meat was only eaten five or six times a year—the diet was monotonous and lacking in vitamins and protein’ (Tunisia). Naturally the governments are working to solve such basic human problems, but unfortunately malnutrition is still prevalent though, ‘thank God’, on the decline.

When the North African countries gained their independence they lost expertise in all branches of industry and agriculture. The colons left in their millions taking their skills with them. Villages emptied of the young who either emigrated to Europe (France and Germany) or migrated to the cities. Agriculture, and especially viniculture, came to a dismal standstill, and many industrial projects were abandoned for good. But man is a productive animal. The new governments soon got the wheels of industry turning again, and with massive investments in industry, mining and co-operatives, the countryside that had stagnated under a cover of brown dust is gradually turning a bright green.

Life is changing fast and for the good in the Meghrib, and yet in some respects it has stood still since the days of the Almoravids and the Almohads. This is particularly so in Morocco, where there seems to be very little that is different between this following brief sketch of sixteenth-century Fez (from Description de l’ Afrique by Leo Africanus), and the Fez of today. Africanus described Fez as a large city with 100 hostelries, with inns situated in the centre of the city in the neighbourhood of the Mosque of the Kairawannians. (Innkeepers formed an influential corporation. There was a system of ‘self-service’ in those inns, but one had to prepare one’s own food!) The Fezians, Africanus continued, ate three times a day: after the dawn prayer (bread, fruit and a gruel); after the afternoon prayer (a light meal in winter and a substantial meal in summer); and between sunset and the night prayer. This last was the main meal of the day, comprising bread, couscous and semolina and also dairy produce. The bazaars of Fez were full of all the known vegetables of the day; particularly popular were (and still are) carrots, turnips and gourds. Meat was scarce: the poor were condemned to an unwilling diet of vegetarianism, while the middle classes—traders, landlords etc—had mutton, goat, beef, chicken, pigeon and plenty of fish (shad). The very rich naturally had plenty of everything!

Reading the work of Africanus (who incidentally was a Muslim slave converted to Christianity) one is permitted to wonder whether time has stood still in the medinas of Morocco or Algeria—but then momentary thoughts are shattered by the motor-car horns, the TV aerials that rival the minarets, and the wailing chants from the radios clashing with the thoughtless tom-toms of the West’s primitive children. And the Meghribi smiles an enviable smile. He is content with his lot. He knows his place in this mysterious universe. Allah is merciful, is understanding, is kind and all remembering.

‘I have never seen poorer people in my life, and I have never seen happier people.’ So comments the young, eager American do-gooder (in Tunisia), not really understanding the soul of the Meghribians. Happiness is a state of mind. The Meghribi is happy for he is content with God, himself and his life.

Characteristics of the Cuisine

‘Sri utaiyib la takul f sogalu ikun msiyib—Buy and cook, don’t eat at the market even though it is given for nothing’

Moorish saying

There have been five major culinary influences on the Meghribi cuisine: the nomadic Berbers and Arabs; the food of the native people themselves; the Spanish-Moorish; French and Italian; and the Ottoman and Middle Eastern Arab.

The most influential was naturally the food of the native inhabitants—the Berbers. This is found in such dishes and cooking methods as couscous, tajine, the popular harira soups and the rich vegetable and fruit stews. The nomad’s cuisine, on the other hand, was very poor. ‘Many persons we used to know restricted themselves to goat’s milk. They drank from the udder some time during the day or at breakfast. This was their only food for fifteen years’ (The Mugaddimah). The Bedouin lived on grains, dates, milk, the meat of their animals (sheep and camels) and creatures that live in the desert and steppes such as locusts, goats, gazelles, scorpions etc. A very poor cuisine indeed.

When the Muslims entered mainland Spain they found themselves surrounded by lavish greenery and a much richer culture. They soon adapted themselves to this luxury and a new culinary culture was developed—that of Andalusia. This rich culture was perhaps the most influential of all for it virtually revolutionised the food of the Sultans and the rich, and in time it penetrated the homes of the ordinary citizens of Morocco and Tunisia—when the Moors were thrown out of Spain they migrated to the two aforementioned lands rather than to Algeria and Libya. The Andalusian style is best reflected in the stews and desserts, in the incorporation of fruits and nuts into dishes, the wider use of olives and olive oil, and the sophisticated additions of spices and herbs. Andalusians preferred olive oil while the nomads only had smen (clarified butter) or animal fats. This divergence of taste is best illustrated when comparing recipes from the Mediterranean coastline with those of the steppe lands. Indeed, the Moroccan cuisine goes so far as to label dishes cooked with fat or butter kdra, and those with olive oil (or the local favourite—peanut oil) as mqualli. Indeed, in the late seventeenth century the Berber poet Mouh Ait Messaoud even coined a few lines in praise of butter rather than olive oil (he was no doubt of nomadic origin):


‘Let us go and clear the forests,

And bring back great wealth.

Men of wisdom listen to me

Pay attention to what I say.

Nowadays poetry unfortunately for her

Is shared between Hand and Saddi.

Those who do not have oil at home

Ask for butter at other homes.’



Poèmes Kabyles Anciens

While the Andalusian, deprived of all the goodness of his land, wept for home:


‘In Andalusia cloths are white that folks in mourning wear,

The custom’s right…I bear its truth

In every greying hair that grieves for my lost youth.’



Arabic-Andalusian Casidas, Abu-l-Hasan al-Husri

The most important influence on the Algerian cuisine however was that of France. This is most obvious in the use of tomato purée, sweets and starters that have more than an accidental touch of metropolitan France. Algerians use little spice in their food. Their cooking techniques are simpler than those of Morocco where abundant use is made of saffron, coriander, caraway and marjoram. In short, Algerian dishes tend to be less ‘exotic’ than those of Central Morocco—from the region of Fez and Marrakech—where one can safely say the truest North African dishes originate.

The Tunisian cuisine has a strong Italian influence, as indeed has the Libyan. This is particularly obvious in the widespread use of pasta, tomato purée and rice as opposed to couscous grains. In Libya, in addition to the Italian influence, there is perhaps a much stronger one of Ottoman origin. This is the cooking of the Middle Eastern Arabs and the Turks of Anatolia. Dishes such as doulmah— vegetables stuffed with meat, rice and nuts—and Middle Eastern sweets like sahleb, muhlahibah and bahlawah are all of eastern Arab origin and not Meghribi.

The greatest anomaly that one sees today in the Meghrib is the deliberate down-grading by the North African of his original, native food against that of the French. Search as one may, one is hard-pressed to find reasonably priced restaurants serving good local food. The choice is either a cheap, filthy (by western standards) snackbar or a very expensive, pseudo eating house that offers music, cabaret and a few Meghribi dishes! There is no happy medium as yet because the middle-class North African still lives in the shade of the all prevailing French culture.

This is a pity for the North African cuisine is undoubtedly one of the great and original cuisines of the world. Limited perhaps, due to geographical restrictions, but superb within those limits, reflecting the amount of time and wealth of imagination that man has devoted in order to create something worthy for himself and his Creator.

‘All praise is due to Allah who has given us to eat and drink and has made us obedient to His will.’
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chorbat

—soups—

Tradition has it that during Ramadan the gates of Heaven are opened, the gates of Hell closed and the Devils chained. It also expresses the belief that whosoever observes the Ramadan Fast will obtain forgiveness of all his sins. Fasting is one of the four ‘Pillars of the Faith’ and is regarded by all – including those who do not normally carry out their daily religious requirements – as a must. The end of each day’s fast is announced by the firing of a cannon and the start of a long, leisurely meal. In North Africa, and particularly in Morocco, this fast is broken with a few spoonfuls of a classic soup called harira.

Harira is of Berber origin, hence pre-Islamic. It is a nourishing soup which has many variations, some with fresh and dried vegetables, or with rice or pastry dough, some with meat, chicken, liver or gizzard.

Some people eat harira in winter for breakfast – this is especially true of the peasants of Dar Makhzen, while the middle classes of Fez (Morocco) eat harira after their meals as a refreshment for it is claimed that harira acts as a relief from liver congestion, cleansing one’s stomach after a rich and filling meal. The tastiest hariras are sold in the small café-restaurants of Fez and Marrakech in Morocco.

I have included several harira recipes below. During the thirty days of Ramadan it is traditionally eaten with dates or honey cakes such as grioush or briouats. I suggest you serve them with bread and dates.
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harira

This first recipe is the traditional one of lentils and coriander and it has a marvellous flavour and aroma. If fresh coriander is not available use fresh parsley instead. The flavour is not as authentic, but still delicious.
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stock

110g (4oz) lamb or mutton, diced

2 or 3 small meat bones if available

225g (8oz) small whole peeled onions or 1 medium onion, coarsely chopped

25g (1oz) butter

1 teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon black pepper

¼ teaspoon powdered saffron

1.8 l (3 pints) water

110g (4oz) whole lentils, rinsed

Juice 1 lemon

tadouira

675g (1½lb) tomatoes, blanched, peeled and rubbed through a fine sieve or 4 tablespoons tomato purée

1.2 l (2 pints) water

1 teaspoon salt

2 tablespoons flour mixed to a smooth paste with 300ml (½ pint) cold water

8 tablespoons finely chopped parsley

2–3 tablespoons finely chopped coriander or extra parsley

Place the meat, bones, onion, butter, salt, pepper, saffron and water in a large saucepan and bring to the boil. Lower the heat, cover the pan and simmer for 30 minutes. Remove the lid, add the lentils and lemon juice and replace the lid. Continue to simmer for a further 30–45 minutes or until lentils and meat are cooked.

Meanwhile prepare the tadouira by placing the sieved tomatoes or purée in a saucepan and stirring in the water and salt. Bring to the boil and simmer for 10 minutes. Strain the stock from the large saucepan into the tomato liquid. Add the flour mixture and stir well.

Place the parsley and coriander in a liquidiser with a little of the soup and blend until smooth. Stir into the soup. Bring back to the boil, stirring constantly. Taste and adjust the seasoning if necessary. Serves 6

harira min himass

harira with chickpeas

Chicken is often the meat base for this harira from the Kabyle mountain regions of Algeria. The Kabyles are the most important of the Berber Confederations in Algeria. They have preserved their language and customs and, to a great extent, the purity of their Berber blood.

Serve with bread or, if you wish to be more authentic, with fresh or dried dates and dried figs.
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50g (2oz) butter

225g (½lb) raw chicken (e.g. 1 breast, boned), skinned and cut into small pieces

110g (4oz) chickpeas, soaked overnight in cold water

1 medium onion, coarsely chopped

8 tablespoons finely chopped parsley

1 teaspoon black pepper

¼ teaspoon powdered saffron

2 teaspoons salt

1 teaspoon cinnamon

1.8 l (3 pints) water

110g (4oz) long-grain rice, rinsed thoroughly under cold running water

2 tablespoons flour mixed with 450ml (¾ pint) water until smooth

2 eggs, lightly beaten

garnish

Juice 1 lemon

Melt the butter in a large saucepan. Add the chicken pieces, drained chickpeas, onion, parsley, pepper, saffron, salt and cinnamon and fry for 2–3 minutes, stirring frequently. Add the water and bring to the boil. Cover the pan, lower the heat and simmer for about 1 hour or until the chickpeas are tender.

Add the rice and simmer for a further 15–20 minutes. Stir in the flour mixture and bring to the boil, stirring constantly. If the mixture is too thick add a little more water. Remove the soup from the heat and stir in the beaten eggs. Serve in bowls with a little lemon juice squeezed over the top.

You can substitute kidney beans for the chickpeas and crushed vermicelli for the rice. Serves 6-8

harira bidaouiya

bedouin soup

This delicious soup is a Moroccan speciality which is popular with the nomads in the south of the country.

The eggs will separate when added to the soup – this is a characteristic of many harira soups and it gives them an interesting texture and appearance.
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3 tablespoons oil

350g (12oz) leg or shoulder of lamb, trimmed of fat and cut into strips ½cm (¼in) thick and 2.5–3.5cm (1–1½in) in length

½ teaspoon turmeric

½ teaspoon ginger

3 large tomatoes, blanched, peeled and passed through a fine sieve

1 small onion, finely chopped

4–5 inner sticks of celery, finely chopped

2 teaspoons salt

1 teaspoon black pepper

½ teaspoon cinnamon

1.8 l (3 pints) water

3 tablespoons crushed vermicelli or orzo pasta

2 eggs, lightly beaten

To serve

Juice 1 lemon

Heat the oil in a large saucepan, add the strips of meat and fry for a few minutes until browned and coated with oil. Add the turmeric, ginger, tomato pulp, onion, celery, salt, pepper, cinnamon and water. Stir well and bring to the boil. Cover the pan, lower the heat and simmer for about 45 minutes or until the meat is tender.

Add the vermicelli or orzo, stir well and simmer, uncovered, for 8–10 minutes or until tender. Turn off the heat and leave for 3–4 minutes, then gently stir in the beaten eggs. Pour the soup into individual bowls and sprinkle each with a little lemon juice. Serves 6-8

harira kerouiya

caraway harira

Caraway (carum carvi) is extremely popular with North Africans for its many digestive qualities as well as its flavour. It relieves uterine cramps, promotes the secretion of milk and is particularly good for infants as a stomach settler. This simple soup is full of aroma as it also contains fresh mint and gum arabic (mastic) which can be bought at good Middle Eastern and Indian stores.
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1.8 l (3 pints) water

2 tablespoons flour mixed to a smooth paste with 150ml (¼ pint) water

4 sprigs fresh mint

1½ teaspoons salt

1½ tablespoons caraway seeds, pounded to a powder with a mortar and pestle

2 grains gum arabic, powdered

Juice 1 lemon

Place the water in a large saucepan and bring to the boil. Stir some of the hot water into the flour mixture and then pour it through a fine strainer back into the pan. Bring back to the boil, stirring constantly.

Pick the mint leaves from the stalks and place in a mortar with the salt. Pound vigorously and then stir into the soup. Stir in the powdered caraway seeds and gum arabic and bring back to the boil. Simmer for 15 minutes, taste and adjust seasoning if necessary. Stir in the lemon juice and serve.

A skin will form on this soup if allowed to cool, therefore serve immediately or remove the skin with a slotted spoon before reheating. Serves 6

harira mkhinza

This is a summertime soup that is usually prepared at the feast of Aid el Kebir. Here the caraway is replaced by ‘peumus boldus’ – boldowood or baldoh el faghiyah – a plant that grows most generously in the gardens of North Africa.

Often 450g (1lb) lamb’s liver is thinly sliced and added to the soup. The remaining ingredients are as in the soup above.


‘My love was like a young gazelle,

Her eyes when she looked upon me

Made me to hide my own in the dark

For they were brighter than the sun shining in water,

My love had breasts

Rounder than the pomegranates

That made me desire to pluck them,

My love had lips

Redder than a flower

And her skin was whiter than milk,

My love had feet

Smaller than petals of the jasmine

And swifter than the feet of an antelope,

So that she fled away and escaped me;

But when her eyes were turned the other way from me

I was no longer dazzled but could see,

And my legs became longer than the legs of a camel…

My love is like a flower that I have gathered,

And she is mine.’



By Bus to the Sahara

harira marrakchia

kidney bean harira

This is a meatless soup from Morocco.
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110g (4oz) dried, skinned kidney beans, rinsed

1.8 l (3 pints) water

1 tablespoon khli fat (see recipe in Glossary) or 1 tablespoon oil

or 15g (½oz) butter

2 tablespoons flour mixed to a smooth paste with 150ml (¼ pint) cold water

1 teaspoon paprika

½ teaspoon chilli pepper

1½ teaspoons salt

¼ teaspoon cumin

75g (3oz) rice, vermicelli or orzo pasta

4 tablespoons finely chopped coriander

To serve

Juice 1 lemon

Place the beans in a saucepan, cover with cold water and bring to the boil. Simmer for 2 minutes, turn off the heat and set aside for 1 hour. Drain.

Place the beans in a large saucepan, add the water and fat and bring to the boil. Cover the pan, lower the heat and simmer until the beans are tender. Stir a little of the hot soup into the flour mixture and then pour back into the pan. Bring to the boil, stirring constantly.

Add all the remaining ingredients except the lemon juice and stir well. If adding rice simmer for 15–20 minutes or until tender. If adding pasta simmer for 8–10 minutes or until tender. Taste and adjust seasoning if necessary. Pour into bowls and sprinkle with lemon juice. Serves 6-8

A similar soup is called Askif, the name give to harira by the Tachelait tribes of central Morocco. It uses peeled and cubed turnip instead of kidney beans and barley or maize instead of rice. They also make a harira using 350g (12oz) thinly shredded cabbage and omitting the kidney beans and rice.

harira bil halib

harira with milk

‘We gave him milk to drink, he became a partner in the cow’ Moorish proverb

This soup is from the desert region of Algeria where the Sahara has shaped a hardy yet simple nomadic folk whose praises Wilson MacArthur sang in the following terms:

‘Along them came swinging band after band of nomads, small, dark, stalwart people, with open smiling faces, the women unveiled and carrying themselves with a bold and fearless grace. They walked with long, easy, swinging strides, tirelessly eating up the miles while the camels, laden high with the impedimenta of a wandering people, plodded in solemn procession with their noses in the air. The impression was not easily forgotten – an impression of fierce pride, of enduring stamina and of unquenchable vitality, the vitality that has made these people survive, through twelve centuries, in perpetual hardship and penury. But how different for the nomads of the western world, the furtive, stealthy Romany who wanders over Europe defiant of control yet sneaking a livelihood from his unwilling hosts. These people have chosen to live out their lives in the wilderness, and the wilderness has stamped them with its own indelible brand.’ Auto Nomad in Barbary

The nomads – mostly Berbers – have milk and semolina and with them they have evolved this simple soup. It is quite bland and not to everyone’s taste.
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1.8 l (3 pints) milk

15g (½oz) butter

1 teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon black pepper

3 tablespoons fine semolina mixed to a smooth paste with

150ml (¼ pint) cold milk

1 egg yolk

garnish

2 tablespoons melted butter

A little chopped fresh mint or coriander (optional)

Bring the milk to the boil in a large saucepan. Add the butter, salt and pepper and simmer over a low heat for 5 minutes. Stir several tablespoons of the hot milk into the semolina mixture and then pour back into the pan, stirring constantly until the soup comes to the boil. Lower the heat and simmer for 10 minutes, stirring frequently.

Beat the egg yolk with a fork and stir into the soup. Remove the pan from the heat and serve immediately. If the soup is left to cool a skin will form – remove this with a slotted spoon before reheating. Pour the soup into individual bowls, spoon a little melted butter into the centre of each and sprinkle with the chopped mint or coriander if you wish. Serves 6

shahriyet el-hamrak

This simple Moroccan variation uses vermicelli or a fine spaghetti instead of the semolina.

1.2 l (2 pints) milk

600ml (1 pint) water

1 teaspoon salt

175g (6oz) vermicelli or fine spaghetti, crushed

25g (1oz) butter

garnish

3 teaspoons sugar

1½ teaspoons cinnamon

Bring the milk and water to the boil in a large saucepan. Add the salt, vermicelli or spaghetti and butter. Stir well and bring back to the boil. Lower the heat and simmer for about 8 minutes, stirring occasionally, or until the vermicelli is tender. To serve pour the soup immediately into bowls and sprinkle ½ teaspoon of sugar and ¼ teaspoon of cinnamon into each bowl.

If this soup is left to stand for any length of time it will thicken considerably; therefore, when reheating, add more liquid. Serves 6

harira hara bi Smid

spicy semolina soup

Semolina, with its various sizes of grain, is part of the staple diet of North Africans and it is not surprising therefore that it is used widely in soups. The recipe below comes from western Algeria and in particular from the mountain villages of Aurès. Delicious and filling.
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4 tablespoons oil

2–3 cloves garlic, crushed

1½ teaspoons salt

1 tablespoon paprika

1 teaspoon harissa (see Glossary)

450g (1lb) tomatoes, blanched, peeled and chopped

1.8 l (3 pints) water

2 medium potatoes, peeled and cut into 1cm (½in) cubes

110g (4oz) couscous (coarse semolina)

garnish

3 tablespoons finely chopped coriander

Heat the oil in a large saucepan, add the garlic, salt, paprika and harissa and fry gently for 2–3 minutes. Add the tomatoes and simmer for 5 minutes. Add the water and bring quickly to the boil. Simmer for 5 minutes. Add the potato cubes and cook for 5 minutes. Stir in the couscous and simmer for 15 minutes. Sprinkle the coriander into the soup and serve immediately. Serves 4-6

nafah

aniseed semolina soup

Aniseed (pimpinella anisum) has a fragrant odour and seeds with a sweet taste. It promotes digestion, improves appetite and promotes milk production in nursing mothers. This soup, and the variation given, is usually served to mothers before or immediately after giving birth. Needless to say it can be eaten at other times as well! Both recipes are from Morocco, but the soups are found throughout the Meghrib under different names.
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1.8 l (3 pints) water

110g (4oz) couscous

1 teaspoon paprika

¼ teaspoon powdered saffron

1 teaspoon salt

25g (1oz) butter

½ teaspoon black pepper

1 level tablespoon powdered aniseed diluted in 90ml (3fl oz) water

Bring the water to the boil in a large saucepan. Stir in all the remaining ingredients except the aniseed and bring back to the boil. Lower the heat and simmer for about 20 minutes or until the couscous grains are soft and swollen. Stir in the diluted aniseed and remove from the heat. Serve immediately.

Traditionally this soup is served with fresh dates although dried ones are equally good. Serves 6

tadeffi

This soup is made with flour or semolina, garlic, saffron, thyme and mint. To prepare bring 1.8 l (3 pints) water to the boil in a large pan. Mix 50g (2oz) flour or fine semolina to a smooth paste with a little water and stir into the water together with 1 teaspoon salt, 2 cloves garlic, ½ teaspoon black pepper, ⅓ teaspoon saffron, ½ teaspoon ground ginger and 3 tablespoons fresh thyme and 1 tablespoon fresh mint, both finely chopped. Stir constantly until the soup comes to the boil and thickens. Simmer for 10 minutes.

Just before serving remove the garlic cloves, crush them and return to the soup. Serve with a little oil sprinkled into each bowl. Serves 6

A particularly exhilarating but (dare I say) noisy characteristic of the people of the Meghrib is the incantation of ‘You-You’. ‘You–You’ is the equivalent of ‘Hip, Hip, Hooray’ or ‘Olé’ yet it is much more than these exclamations of happiness or of triumph. ‘You-You’ is a way of life, ‘You–You’ is one’s tongue shaking up and down in one’s mouth – very fast!

‘You–You’ is the exhortation to the world that a child is born, or is circumcised, that a wedding is taking place or a pilgrim has just returned from Mecca. ‘You–You’ was the telephone, the church bell, the Mullah’s chant, the radio or television of yesteryear. It was the means with which people informed others of their happiness, good fortune and state of mind – and they still ‘You–You’ whether it is in a Paris concert hall, at a gathering for a kif (party), outside the gates of Old Jerusalem, in a luxury Rabat or Algiers apartment or in the tents of the Saharan wilderness.

After a child’s birth the mother is offered, as well as tadeffi, another soup called marga. This is a light hen chicken soup (if it’s a boy) or cockerel soup (if it is a girl). On the seventh day after the birth all the relatives gather to ‘name’ the child. This naming ceremony takes place after breakfast which traditionally consists of several kinds of soup (harira or semolina), different kinds of rghaifs, rice puddings, tea or coffee, cakes and sellou. A lamb is then sacrificed in the child’s honour. The oldest male in the group kills the animal, dedicating it to God for naming him/her so and so. A little salt and sugar is sprinkled over the sacrificial spot. The child’s name is loudly announced and the ‘You–You’ commences to the accompaniment of drums, tambours and other regional instruments. ‘You-You-You’ – to us this day a child is born!
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Osbane es’smid

Semolina balls in lamb soup

A delicious and filling soup from Algeria. The sauce of lamb, tomatoes, lentils and spices has tasty semolina balls in it.
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4 tablespoons oil

1 onion, finely chopped

225g (8oz) lamb or mutton (or veal), cut into 1cm (½in) cubes

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon paprika

¼ teaspoon cinnamon

½ teaspoon harissa (see Glossary)

1 tablespoon finely chopped coriander (optional)

2 tablespoons finely chopped parsley

1 tablespoon finely chopped mint or ½ tablespoon dried mint

3 large tomatoes, blanched, peeled and chopped

1.8 l (3 pints) water

175g (6oz) whole lentils, ringed

Semolina Balls

375g (12oz) medium semolina

½ onion, very finely chopped

1 tablespoon finely chopped coriander (optional)

1 tablespoon finely chopped parsley

1 tablespoon finely chopped mint or ½ tablespoon dried mint

1 teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon black pepper

1 egg

90ml (3fl oz) oil

90ml (3fl oz) water

Heat the oil in a large saucepan, add the onion and fry until soft. Add the meat and fry, turning frequently, until evenly browned. Add the salt, paprika, cinnamon, harissa, coriander, parsley, mint and tomatoes and stir well. Cook over a low heat for 10 minutes, stirring frequently. Add the water and lentils and bring to the boil. Lower the heat and simmer for 20 minutes.

Meanwhile prepare the semolina balls by placing the semolina, onion, herbs, salt and pepper in a large bowl. Add the egg and oil and mix well. Now add enough of the water to make a malleable dough which holds together. Keeping your palms damp, roll the mixture into apricot-sized balls.

When the soup has been simmering for about 20 minutes add the semolina balls and continue to cook for a further 30 minutes or until the meat and lentils are tender. Taste, adjust seasoning if necessary, and add a little more water if the soup is too thick for your taste. Place a few balls in each bowl and spoon the soup over them. Serves 6-8

bazin

Semolina dough

‘Il bazin amoud el din – Bazin is the pillar of a person’s life and religion’ Libyan saying

In 1845 James Richardson was treated to a feast of bazin in the deserts of Libya. He recalled the incident in some detail in that marvellously chatty book Travels in the Great Desert Of Sahara, 1845–1846. Bazin (sometimes also called aseeda) is a true classic of the desert – the food of the nomad whether Berber, Arab, Tuareg or African.

Well, what is bazin? I would like Richardson to take over now and tell you what it is and how it was eaten in the town of Ghadames 150 years ago.

‘This morning there was a grand gourmandizing of bazeen, in celebration of the nuptials of the two daughters of my taleb. The feast was given by the fathers of the young men. Nearly the whole of the male population of the Ben Wezeet, besides strangers and the Arab soldiers, went to dig, and dip, and dive into the huge bowl of bazeen, some three or four hundred adults, besides boys…after they had swallowed half a dozen mouthfuls, they immediately retired and left the coast clear for the rest, and thus the ceremony was soon got through.…My taleb, as a matter of course, called upon me to go to the festa. I found the festive hall to be a smallish oblong room, the walls of which were garnished with a number of little looking-glasses, polished brass basons, and various other small matters.…In the centre of the room was placed an enormous wooden dish, full of bazeen, or thick boiled pudding made of barley-meal, with olive oil, and sauce of pounded dates poured upon it. Every person ate with his hands, rolling the pudding into balls and dipping the balls into oil and date-sauce. A great piece of carpeting was laid round the bowl, to be used as a napkin to wipe the hands and mouth. The wooden dish or bowl might have been three feet in diameter, and was replenished as fast as emptied with masses of boiled dough, oil and date-sauce. There was suspended over it, two or three feet above, a wicker roof, to prevent the dirt from falling into it when the people stood up all around and wiped their hands. The visitors squatted down together, encircling the bowl, in numbers of about eight or ten.’

Here then is this classic of the desert. The first recipe is just for the dough which is often eaten, as described above, with melted butter, honey and lemon juice.
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110g (4oz) fine semolina

4g (⅛oz) yeast

150ml (¼ pint) tepid water

To cook

150ml (¼ pint) water

30ml (1fl oz) oil

To serve

25g (1oz) butter, melted

60-90ml (2–3fl oz) honey

Juice 1 lemon

Place the semolina in a bowl. Mix the yeast with a little of the tepid water until smooth and add to the semolina. Gradually knead in the remaining water and beat with a wooden spoon for 2–3 minutes. The mixture should have a batter-like consistency. Cover with a cloth and set aside in a warm place for 30 minutes.

Bring the cooking water to the boil in a small pan. Lower the heat and slowly pour the batter into the pan stirring constantly and crushing the mixture against the side of the pan. Continue to cook for several minutes, stirring constantly, until the dough forms a soft ball. Remove from the heat.

When cool enough to handle add the oil and knead it in well. Shape the dough into a ball and place on a greased serving plate. Traditionally bazin is eaten with one’s fingers with a little melted butter, honey and lemon juice poured over it.

This traditional recipe is the basis for several soups, two of which I give below.

bazin maraquat dadjaj

bazin with chicken soup
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Bazin

See recipe above

Soup

1 chicken breast, skinned

1 onion, finely chopped

350g (¾lb) carrots, peeled and diced

1.2 l (2 pints) water

1 teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon black pepper

Place all the soup ingredients in a large saucepan and bring to the boil. Lower the heat, cover the pan and simmer for 30 minutes.

Meanwhile prepare the bazin as described in the recipe above and shape it into walnut-sized balls. Add these to the simmering soup and cook for a further 10–15 minutes. Remove the chicken breast, discard the bones and cut the flesh into small pieces. Stir back into the soup, heat through and serve. Serves 6-8

bazin min Chorba bil hout

bazin with fish soup

This Algerian fish soup is from the south-eastern Sahara bordering onto the Fezzan region of Libya.
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Basin

See recipe above

Soup

450g (1lb) white fish (heads, tails etc or steaks)

5 tablespoons oil

2–3 cloves garlic

3 tomatoes, blanched, peeled and passed through a sieve

1 tablespoon tomato purée

2 bay leaves

1 sprig fresh thyme or 1 teaspoon dried thyme

3 tablespoons finely chopped parsley

1½ teaspoons salt

½ teaspoon black pepper

½ teaspoon harissa (see Glossary)

¼ teaspoon saffron (optional)

1.8 l (3 pints) water

Rinse the fish and dry with kitchen paper. Place on the base of a large pan and pour in the oil. Fry gently for 15–20 minutes, turning occasionally. Remove from the heat, transfer the fish to a plate and set aside to cool. When cold discard the skin and bones and cut the flesh into bite-sized pieces.

Meanwhile prepare the bazin as described in its recipe and shape it into walnutsized balls.

Place all the remaining soup ingredients in the pan and stir well. Bring to the boil, lower the heat and simmer for 30 minutes. Add the fish pieces and cook for a further 10 minutes. To serve either place some bazin balls in each soup bowl and pour the soup over them or drop them into the soup for the last 10 minutes of its cooking time.

Some people like to mince the fish flesh finely before adding it to the soup.

Chorbat bouzellouf

lamb’s head soup

This soup, which is highly popular throughout the Mediterranean lands, the Middle East and Asia proper, is rarely found in Britain and Europe. This is a shame as it is tasty. Order the head from your butcher in advance and ask him to skin and quarter it for you. In North Africa of course the cook can just nip down to the souk and choose his own!
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1 lamb’s head, quartered and thoroughly rinsed

75g (3oz) chickpeas, soaked overnight in cold water and drained

2 tablespoons oil

1 large onion, finely chopped

1 teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon black pepper

75g (3oz) vermicelli, crushed into 3.5–5cm (1½–2in) lengths

1 egg yolk

Juice 1 lemon

Garnish

2 tablespoons finely chopped parsley

Three-quarters fill a large pan with lightly salted water, add the head and chickpeas and bring to the boil. Remove any scum. Lower the heat, cover the pan and simmer for 1 hour or until the chickpeas are tender. Remove the head and set aside until cool enough to handle. Measure the stock and make up to 1.8 l (3 pints) with water if necessary.

Heat the oil in a small pan, add the onion and fry gently until soft and golden. Add to the stock together with the salt and pepper and stir well.

Remove any meat on the head, including the tongue, cut into small pieces and add to the soup. Bring the soup back to the boil, add the vermicelli and simmer for about 7–8 minutes or until just tender. Taste the soup and adjust seasoning if necessary. Remove from the heat. Beat the egg yolk and lemon juice together in a small bowl, pour into the soup and stir well. Serve immediately, sprinkled with parsley. Serves 6-8

churbat dajaj bil hilba

Chicken soup with hilba

A tasty chicken soup from Tripoli, Libya. It is a dark red colour. If you wish, you can increase the quantity of hilba. Sometimes rice or crushed vermicelli or orzo pasta is added to the soup.
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2 tablespoons smen (see Glossary) or 25g (1oz) butter

1 onion, chopped

1.25–1.5kg (2½–3lb) chicken, cut into 6 pieces and skinned

3 ripe tomatoes, blanched, peeled and chopped

1 tablespoon tomato purée

1 teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon black pepper

¼ teaspoon saffron

1.8 l (3 pints) water

1 tablespoon hilba (see Glossary)

3 tablespoons finely chopped parsley

Heat the smen or butter in a large pan, add the onion and fry until soft and golden. Add the chicken pieces and fry for a few minutes, turning frequently. Add the tomatoes, tomato purée, salt, pepper, saffron and water and stir well. Bring to the boil, lower the heat, cover the pan and simmer for about 45 minutes or until the chicken is tender.

Add the hilba and parsley, stir well and simmer for a further 20–30 minutes. Serve in individual bowls with one piece of chicken in each. Serves 6

djari byad

Chicken soup Constantine-style

Constantine (Algeria) was once known as Cirta which, when occupied by Rome, was re-named Constantina. During the Arab invasions it suffered grievously and, after a short period of independence, it fell to the Ottoman Turks and was subject to the Dey of Algiers. Today Constantine is the third largest city in Algeria, but still retains many characteristics of her ancient past.

‘I wandered through the street markets. Many of the shops were still no more than walled boxes, even if they offered modern hardware or draperies. More intriguing were the peasants – some squatting by little heaps of vegetables, others offering a couple of live fowls – you could take them as they were, or the vendor would wring their necks. Other peasants were more unusual if less hygienic. Instead of selling a sheep to a butcher, they had killed it in their village, cut it up and now offered sections of its body for sale. One man would hold a leg of mutton in his hand, the next a confused heap of liver and other offal. No one seemed to bother about smells or flies.’ North African Journey

Make sure that your chicken is oven ready – there is a limit to being a stickler for authenticity! This is a thick and filling soup which is a meal on its own when served with bread.
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50g (2oz) smen (see Glossary) or butter

1 onion, finely chopped

450g (1lb) chicken flesh (2 breasts)

 Salt and black pepper

1.8 (3 pints) water

175g (6oz) minced meat

2 tablespoons finely chopped parsley

2 egg yolks

1 level tablespoon cornflour

75g (3oz) vermicelli or rinsed rice

Juice 1 lemon

Garnish

1 tablespoon finely chopped fresh parsley, mint or coriander

Melt the butter in a large pan, add three-quarters of the onion and fry until soft. Add the chicken and fry for a further 3–4 minutes, turning occasionally. Season with 1½ teaspoons salt and ½ teaspoon black pepper, add the water and bring to the boil. Lower the heat, cover the pan and simmer for 30 minutes.

Meanwhile place the minced meat in a bowl, add the remaining onion, the parsley and a little salt and pepper. Add one of the egg yolks and knead the mixture thoroughly until well blended. Keeping your hands damp, form the mixture into marble-sized balls.

When the chicken flesh is cooked remove it to a plate. Strain the stock and return it to the pan making up to 1.8 l (3 pints) with water if necessary. Bring to the boil, add the meatballs and simmer for 15 minutes. In a small bowl mix the cornflour to a smooth paste with some of the hot stock, pour into the pan and stir constantly until the soup thickens slightly.

Remove and discard the chicken bones and cut the flesh into small pieces. Return to the pan together with the vermicelli or rice and simmer for 7–8 minutes to cook the vermicelli or for 15 minutes to cook the rice. Remove from the heat. Beat the remaining egg yolk with the lemon juice and stir into the soup. Serve immediately sprinkled with the garnish. Serves 6

chmeunka

tripe soup

There was a time, indeed not so long ago, when British High Streets boasted of their tripe shops. There was a chain of restaurants-cum-butchers-cum-grocers, UCP, where tripe was proudly displayed in shop windows. It is now quite difficult to find tripe, which is a pity. This recipe is from Tunisia and it is wonderful on a cold winter’s day. Serve with bread.
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900g (2lb) tripe, washed thoroughly

2.5 l (4 pints) water

2 teaspoons salt

150ml (¼ pint) oil

4 large carrots, peeled and diced

4 turnips, peeled and diced

4 cloves garlic, crushed

1 teaspoon harissa (see Glossary)

½ teaspoon ground coriander

1 teaspoon paprika

3 bay leaves

½ teaspoon black pepper

Garnish

Juice 2 lemons

2 tablespoons finely chopped parsley

Cut the tripe into 5cm (2in) pieces and place in a large saucepan. Add the water, salt and oil and bring to the boil. Lower the heat, cover the pan and simmer for 1 hour. Occasionally lift the lid and remove any scum.

After 1 hour add the remaining ingredients, cover the pan and simmer for a further hour. Taste and adjust seasoning if necessary. Serve in individual bowls garnished generously with the lemon juice and parsley. Serves 6-8

chorbat el hout ramazan

festive fish soup

Traditionally served during the month of Ramadan, this is a delicious, spicy soup.
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6 tablespoons oil

2 onions, finely chopped

1 clove garlic, crushed

1 teaspoon cayenne pepper

1 teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon cumin

2 tablespoons tomato purée

1.8 l (3 pints) water

675g (1½lb) mixed fish (monkfish, whiting etc), cleaned and washed

110g (4oz) pearl barley, rinsed thoroughly under cold water and drained

Juice 1 lemon

Garnish

2 tablespoons finely chopped parsley

Heat the oil in a large saucepan, and the onions add fry until soft and turning golden. Add the garlic, pepper, salt, cumin and tomato purée, stir well and fry for 2–3 minutes. Add the water and fish, stir well and bring to the boil. Lower the heat, cover the pan and simmer for 20 minutes or until the fish is tender. Remove fish with a slotted spoon and transfer to a large plate. When cool enough to handle remove and discard all bones, cut flesh into bite-sized pieces and return to the soup.

Add the pearl barley, return to the boil, lower the heat, cover the pan and simmer for a further 20–30 minutes or until barley is soft. Stir in lemon juice. Serve garnished with the parsley. Serves 6

chorbat el khodra meknesi

vegetable soup meknes-style

This is a rich and filling soup, with the meat and vegetables finely chopped. Popular throughout Morocco, but especially in the region of the ancient imperial town of Meknes which, during the reign of Sultan Moulay-Ismail (see Introduction), experienced a period of great prosperity. It is what survives from this period – the Place El-hadim, Bab-el-Mansour and Moulay-Ismail’s tomb – that makes the town an important stopping place on a trip to Morocco.
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25g (1oz) butter

175g (6oz) lamb or beef, cut into 1cm (½in) cubes

175g (6oz) carrots, peeled and diced

1 large turnip, peeled and diced

1 onion, finely chopped

1 leek, finely chopped

1 stick celery, finely chopped

2 small meat bones, optional

1½ teaspoons salt

½ teaspoon black pepper

¼ teaspoon ground saffron

1.8 l (3 pints) water

675g (1½lb) tomatoes, blanched, seeded and chopped

175g (6oz) potatoes, peeled and diced

3 tablespoons finely chopped coriander or parsley

Melt the butter in a large pan, add the meat and fry for several minutes until evenly browned. Add the carrots, turnip, onion, leek and celery and fry for a few minutes, stirring frequently. Add the bones, salt, pepper, saffron and water, stir and bring to the boil. Lower the heat, cover the pan and simmer for 45 minutes.

Add the tomatoes, potatoes and coriander or parsley, stir, cover and simmer for a further 15–20 minutes or until the potatoes are cooked. Taste to check the seasoning and add a little more water if necessary. Serves 6

chorba khodra

vegetable soup

This simple soup from the Algerian side of the Atlas mountains makes a tasty, light start to a main meal.
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2.5 l (4 pints) water

1½ teaspoons salt

¼ teaspoon black pepper

4 carrots, peeled and diced

2 turnips, peeled and diced

1 leek, finely chopped

2 large potatoes, peeled and diced

1 stick celery, finely chopped

110g (4oz) chopped spinach

1 courgette, diced

1 large tomato, blanched, peeled and chopped

1 tablespoon oil

½ teaspoon paprika

2 teaspoons salt

½ teaspoon harissa (see Glossary)

½ teaspoon cinnamon

Place the water, salt and pepper in a large saucepan and bring to the boil. Rinse the vegetables and add to the pan together with the remaining ingredients. Stir and bring back to the boil. Lower the heat, cover the pan and simmer for 30 minutes.

At this point you can serve the soup as it is. However, it is often puréed first. If you do purée the soup then you may like to add a little more water to get the thickness you prefer. In which case adjust the seasoning accordingly. Bring back to the boil and serve. Serves 6-8

chak-choukat el khobz

bread soup

‘The thinnest bread finds itself married to bread’ Algerian saying

Here is an old recipe from the mountains – and, no doubt, the plains. Bread when stale is not wasted, but made into a fine, warming soup much appreciated on wintery nights up there on the slopes of the mighty Atlas mountain range – the geological backbone of the lands of the Meghrib. It extends for more than 2000 kilometres (1200 miles) from Agadir in the south to Tunis in the north east.

Soup made from bread is not indigenous to North Africa, it appears in most ‘peasant’ cuisines of the world. Harissa gives this recipe its North African touch.
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15g (½oz) butter

4 tablespoons oil

1 onion, finely chopped

2 large tomatoes, blanched, peeled and chopped

1 tablespoon tomato purée

½ teaspoon harissa (see Glossary)

1½ teaspoons salt

½ teaspoon black pepper

2 potatoes, peeled and cut into 1cm (½in) cubes

1.8 l (3 pints) water

375g (12oz) stale bread cut into 2.5cm (1 in) cubes

Heat the butter and oil in a large saucepan, add the onion and fry until soft and golden. Add the tomatoes, tomato purée, harissa, salt and pepper, stir well and fry for several minutes. Add the potatoes and water and bring to the boil. Lower the heat, cover the pan and simmer for 30 minutes.

Add the bread cubes, toss in the sauce, cover the pan and simmer for a further 10 minutes. The bread cubes will soften and swell. Serve this delicious and filling soup piping hot. Serves 6








kemia

—hors d’oeuvres and salads—

One of the great Middle Eastern traditions is the laying of a large and sumptuous mezzeh table, where scores of small dishes are served, all filled with raw or cooked vegetables, olives, pickles, small grilled meatballs and salads, etc. No other cuisine in the world can compete with a Lebanese mezzeh spread, but the North Africans do have a good go! Aadou in Tunisia and Kemia in Algeria are the equivalent of the Middle Eastern mezzeh and the Russian zakouski. At their simplest they include plates of almonds, walnuts, pistachios, salted pumpkin or melon seeds as well as grilled and salted cashew nuts. There will always be a few plates of olives (violet, green or black, see Glossary), some white cheese (zib zeena), all kinds of pickled vegetables as well as various cooked or grilled vegetables – some of which are given below.

A kemia may also include several types of breiks, fish dishes, tajines etc and, of course, a large number of freshly prepared salads.

I start with a few Tunisian inspired ajlouke dishes which are usually served on a kemia table, but – as with most Middle Eastern and North African food – can be eaten as accompaniments to main dishes.
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ajlouke el-badendjel

aubergine hors d’oeuvre

The aubergine or eggplant entered North Africa with the Arabs via Iran from its homeland in India. Subsequently it spread, with the Moors, via Spain to the rest of Europe and the New World. All the same, there are not many exciting aubergine dishes in the region – certainly nothing that matches those in the Turkish-Armenian cuisine.

Ajlouke el-Badendjel is a simple salad which is easy to prepare and makes a fine appetiser.
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2 large aubergines, peeled and quartered

2 medium red peppers, halved

2 cloves garlic, crushed

1 teaspoon harissa (see Glossary)

1 level teaspoon powdered caraway

Juice 1 lemon

1½ teaspoons salt

3 tablespoons oil

Half fill a large saucepan with water and bring to the boil. Add the aubergines and red peppers and simmer for 30 minutes or until soft. Strain through a colander. When cool enough to handle squeeze the aubergine flesh between your hands to extract as much liquid as possible. Transfer the flesh to a bowl.

Chop the red peppers finely and add to the bowl together with all the remaining ingredients. Mash thoroughly with a fork. To serve spread the salad over a shallow plate and eat with bread. Serves 6-8

ajlouke-el-qar’a

courgette hors d’oeuvre

All ajlouke dishes are similar. In this recipe courgettes are boiled and then mashed with herbs and spices. Makes an excellent starter on a kemia table.
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4 medium courgettes, topped, tailed, scraped and cut into slices

1 teaspoon harissa (see Glossary)

2 cloves garlic, crushed

Juice 1 lemon

1 level teaspoon ground caraway

1 level teaspoon coriander

1 teaspoon salt

3 tablespoons oil

Garnish

Black olives

Half fill a large saucepan with water and bring to the boil. Add the courgette slices and simmer for 20–30 minutes or until tender. Strain into a colander. When cool enough to handle squeeze the slices between your hands to extract as much water as possible. Transfer to a bowl and mash until smooth.

Add the remaining ingredients and mix well. Spread the salad out on a shallow dish and garnish with the olives. Eat with bread. Serves 6

qar’a magli

fried courgettes

An ever popular way of preparing courgettes and aubergines is to fry them in olive oil or to dip them in batter and then fry them.
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frying in oil

2 large aubergines or 4 courgettes, cut into 1cm (½in) rounds Oil

Heat some oil in a pan until hot. Add a few of the aubergine slices and fry until golden brown on both sides, turning occasionally. Remove with a fork and drain on kitchen paper. Cook the remaining slices in the same way. Serve cold. Makes an excellent starter with a glass of whatever aperitif one likes, but best perhaps with a glass of arak, boukha (fig juice), anisette or pastis etc.

fried in batter

3 courgettes or 2 medium aubergines, cut into 1cm (½in) rounds

batter

2 eggs

2 teaspoons oregano

1 teaspoon cumin

½ teaspoon paprika

½ teaspoon harissa (see Glossary)

½ teaspoon salt

Oil for frying

In a small bowl mix together the eggs, oregano, cumin, paprika, harissa and salt.

Heat some oil in a pan. Dip a few of the vegetable slices into the batter and drop into the hot oil. Fry gently until golden on both sides, turning once. Remove with a slotted spoon and drain on kitchen paper. Cook the remaining vegetable slices in the same way. Serve hot or cold.

ajlouke el qar maghrabi

pumpkin hors d’oeuvre

‘The pumpkin gives birth and the fence has the trouble’

– said when a woman has married a man with children from a previous marriage and who make her angry. Moroccan saying
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675g (1½lb) pumpkin, peeled and cut into 5cm (2in) pieces

2 cloves garlic, crushed

Juice 1 lemon

1 level teaspoon ground caraway

1 level teaspoon coriander

1½ teaspoons salt

3 tablespoons olive oil

Garnish

1 tablespoon finely chopped fresh mint or 1 teaspoon dried mint

Half fill a large saucepan with water and bring to the boil. Add the pumpkin pieces and simmer for 15 minutes or until soft. Strain into a colander. When cool enough to handle squeeze the flesh between your hands to extract as much water as possible. Transfer to a bowl and mash with a fork.

Add all the remaining ingredients and mix thoroughly. Spread on a shallow serving dish and garnish with the mint. Serve cold. Serves 6

mzoura

carrots in hot sauce

From Tunisia this delicious spicy dish makes an excellent starter or a fine accompaniment to grilled fish.
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675g (1½lb) carrots, peeled and cut into thin rounds

4–5 tablespoons oil

2 cloves garlic, crushed

1 teaspoon harissa mixed with 5 tablespoons water (see Glossary)

1 teaspoon powdered caraway

4 tablespoons vinegar

1 teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon cumin

3 tablespoons finely chopped parsley

Half fill a saucepan with water and bring to the boil. Add the carrot slices and simmer for about 15 minutes or until just tender. Strain into a colander.

Heat the oil in a pan, add the garlic, harissa mixture, caraway, vinegar, salt and cumin and stir well. Mix in the carrots, cover the pan and cook for a further 10 minutes or until the liquid is greatly reduced. Remove from the heat, stir in the parsley and transfer to a serving dish. Serve hot or cold. Serves 4-6

batata-be-kamoun

Potato with cumin

‘How I shall water you oh cumin plant’ – meaning that the debtor will pay him his due when the cumin is watered, is never, because cumin is never watered. Moroccan proverb

A delicious way of serving potatoes which is good as an appetiser, but also makes an ideal accompaniment to grilled meats.
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675g (1½lb) potatoes

1 teaspoon harissa mixed with 4 tablespoons water (see Glossary)

2 teaspoons cumin

1½ teaspoons salt

Juice 1 large lemon

4 tablespoons oil

Garnish

1 tablespoon finely chopped parsley

Rinse the potatoes, drop into a pan of boiling water and cook until just tender. Strain into a colander. Meanwhile put the harissa mixture, cumin, salt, lemon juice and oil into a large bowl and mix well.

When the potatoes are cool enough to handle peel and cut into 2.5cm (1in) cubes. Add to the bowl and toss well in the dressing. Pile into a serving dish, garnish with the parsley and serve cold. Serves 4-6

salatit batata

– potato with caraway –

A tasty Algerian salad which replaces the cumin with caraway.

Prepare the potatoes as described above. Heat 6 tablespoons oil in a pan, add juice 1 lemon, 1 teaspoon harissa mixed with 4 tablespoons water, 1 teaspoon powdered caraway and 1½ teaspoons salt. Simmer until most of the liquid has evaporated. Add potato cubes and toss until well coated with the mixture. Transfer to a serving dish and leave until cold. Serves 4-6

salatit mischwia

grilled tomato and pepper salad

A classic Tunisian dish which is served as a starter and also as an accompaniment to meat and fish dishes. It is tasty, and simple to prepare.
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6 large, firm, ripe tomatoes

3 large peppers

Juice 1 lemon

1 teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon black pepper

1 small onion, finely chopped

2 tablespoons finely chopped parsley

3 tablespoons oil

Garnish

Black olives

Arrange the tomatoes and peppers on a large baking tray and either roast in a hot oven (200C, 400F, Gas Mark 6) or cook under a hot grill for 15–20 minutes, turning occasionally until skins are wrinkled and burnt. Drop the vegetables into cold water immediately. Peel off the skins and chop the vegetables finely. Place them in a bowl and add the remaining ingredients and mix thoroughly. Transfer to a serving dish and garnish with the olives. Serves 4-6

salatit meuklia bi filfil

– fried tomato and pepper salad –

150ml (¼ pint) oil

2 onions, thinly sliced

4 green peppers, seeded and cut into thin strips

4 large tomatoes, blanched and peeled

2 cloves garlic, crushed

1 teaspoon chilli pepper

½ teaspoon cumin

1 teaspoon salt

Heat oil in large frying pan, add onions and fry until soft. Remove with a slotted spoon and reserve. Add the sliced peppers to the pan and fry until soft. Chop the tomatoes and add to the pan together with the onions and remaining ingredients. Stir well and simmer until all the vegetables are cooked and most of the liquid has evaporated. Transfer to a serving dish. Excellent hot or cold. Serves 4-6

brouklou min anshouwa

cauliflower with anchovies

Anchovies are found in abundance on the Mediterranean coastline of the Meghrib. There are many similar dishes making use of small fish and vegetables – aubergines with sardines, courgettes with anchovies etc. Excellent as a starter, you can serve this dish hot or cold with pickles, bread or rice.
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1 cauliflower, broken into florets

2 large potatoes, quartered

3 tablespoons oil

2 cloves garlic, crushed

1 teaspoon harissa (see Glossary) mixed with 5–6 tablespoons water

Juice 1 lemon

1 teaspoon powdered caraway

1 teaspoon salt

1 tin anchovies

Half fill a large saucepan with lightly salted water and bring to the boil. Add cauliflower and potatoes, lower heat and simmer for 8–10 minutes or until just tender. Strain into colander.

Heat oil in a large frying pan, add garlic, harissa mixture, lemon juice, caraway and salt and mix well. Remove anchovies from the tin and reserve six. Cut the remaining ones into small pieces and add to the frying pan. Cook over a low heat for about 5 minutes, stirring frequently.

Cut the potatoes into 2.5cm (1in) cubes and add them and the cauliflower florets to the pan. Stir gently to baste the vegetables with the pan juices. Cook gently for 4–5 minutes. Transfer to a serving dish and garnish with the reserved anchovies. Serves 4-6

– fresh salads –

The concept of salad (from the Latin sal – salt – presumably derived from the early Roman custom of dipping lettuce, cucumber or endive into salt before eating), as understood in Europe, did not exist until a few generations ago in the Meghrib. Vegetables were eaten raw with just a little lemon juice sprinkled over them. Even today a modest household table will have a plate of sliced tomatoes garnished with olives, or a plate of onions thinly sliced with radishes, cucumbers, olives and a few hard-boiled eggs all sprinkled with salt, olive oil and lemon juice or vinegar.

A typical hotel menu will offer a salad – Salad Marocaine – which is a large plate of grilled and chopped green peppers, tomatoes mixed in olive oil and garnished with black and violet olives. Another ever popular hotel salad is one called Bigarree – a mixed salad of asparagus, sliced beetroot, cubed potatoes, shredded cabbage, sliced cucumber, egg topped with mayonnaise, all garnished with lemon juice and olive oil. And in the last few decades, certain authentic North African ‘salads’ have been developed – most making use of the fruits and vegetables of the region such as oranges, olives, limes etc.

chalda karnoune

raw artichoke salad
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2 lemons

4 medium artichokes

1 teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon black pepper

¼ teaspoon paprika

Garnish

Slices of cucumber, spring onions and olives

Three-quarters fill a large bowl with cold water and stir in the juice of one of the lemons. Halve the other lemon.

Take one artichoke and cut off as much of the stem as possible. Pull off and discard any tough or bruised outer leaves. Lay on its side and slice off and discard the top third of the artichoke. Rub all the cut edges and the base with one of the lemon halves. Holding the artichoke in one hand place the thumb of that hand firmly on the lower part of each leaf and with the other hand snap back and pull off the leaf. The thumb will hold the meaty part of the leaf intact. Keep rubbing cut edges with the lemon. Spread out the top leaves and pull out the prickly, purple leaves surrounding the hairy choke. Use a teaspoon to scrape out and discard the choke. Squeeze lemon juice into the centre. Cut the artichoke in half and drop into the acidulated water. Repeat with remaining artichokes.

After 15 minutes remove the artichokes and drain. Slice thinly and transfer to a bowl. Squeeze the remaining lemon halves and pour the juice over the artichokes. Add the salt, pepper and paprika and toss the salad lightly. Arrange on a serving plate and garnish. Serves 4-6

chalda brouklou

raw cauliflower salad

This very simple, crisp Moroccan salad is easy to prepare.
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1 small cauliflower

1 tablespoon finely chopped onion

3 tablespoons oil

Juice 1 large lemon

1 teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon black pepper

½ teaspoon paprika

1 tablespoon finely chopped parsley

Break the cauliflower into small florets, rinse and drain. Place the remaining ingredients in a salad bowl and mix well. Add the cauliflower and toss well. Chill for at least an hour before serving. Serves 6-8

Using the same ingredients as above fry the cauliflower florets in the oil until lightly browned and then proceed as above.

chalda brouklou sfaxinya

cauliflower salad à la sfax

This Tunisian favourite uses potatoes with the cauliflower. Sfax (Safagis) is the second largest city in Tunisia and faces the Mediterranean and the Kerkenna Islands. Since ancient times Sfax has been the centre of a rich land, as skilful irrigation and the moist air that comes from the nearby forests have created a fertile soil, rich and productive, where most of the country’s olive trees are found. Those olives have survived from ancient times. They even endured the onslaught of the infamous nomadic Banu Hilal and Banu Sulaim tribes.
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1 small cauliflower, broken into florets

2 large potatoes, peeled and quartered

1 teaspoon harissa mixed with 2 tablespoons water (see Glossary)

1 teaspoon powdered caraway

½ teaspoon coriander

1 teaspoon salt

3 tablespoons oil

Juice 1 large lemon

Half fill a large saucepan with lightly salted water and bring to the boil. Add the cauliflower and potatoes and simmer for 10 minutes or until just tender. Do not overcook. Strain into a colander.

Mix all the remaining ingredients together in a salad bowl. Add the vegetables and toss gently until well coated in the dressing. Refrigerate until ready to serve. Serves 6-8

meslalla

Olive salad

Beloved by all, this salad of olives (violet, black or green – see Glossary for preparation methods) appears almost everywhere, all the time. The olive and its oil were, and still are, venerated by the people of North Africa.
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110g (4oz) washed and stoned olives (use mixed for attractive colouring)

Juice 2 large lemons

1 teaspoon paprika

½ teaspoon chilli pepper

½ teaspoon cumin

1 clove garlic, crushed

1 teaspoon salt

2 tablespoons oil

2 tablespoons finely chopped parsley

Mix all the ingredients together in a salad bowl and refrigerate before serving. Serves 4-6

‘The Marabout seeing my little stock of oil, burst forth with a violent panegyric on olive oil as he dipped his fingers into it and licked them, not much to my satisfaction – “Oil is my life! Without oil I droop, and am out of life; with oil I raise my head and am a man, and my family [wife] feels I am a man. Oil is my rum – oil is better than meat.” So continued Mohammed, tossing up his head and smacking his lips.

‘I have no doubt there is great strength in olive oil. An Arab will live three months on barley-meal paste dipped in olive oil. Arabs will drink oil as we drink wine.’ Travels in the Great Desert of Sahara

– orange salads –


‘A beautiful orange

Peeled off her rays

Inundated her colours

Into the horizons of the universe,

Suckling the still bright day

Which undressed inside out.’



Jardins de Marrakech

Olives, dates, oranges and lemons are the pride of the Meghrib. These subtropical fruits abound throughout the countryside. Olive groves spread for miles and miles, palm-trees forest the oases and people’s back gardens are strewn with orange and lemon trees. Indeed, the wide modern boulevards of such towns as Fez, Oran, Tunis and Marrakech are decorated with orange trees and date palms. With the former (when in season) one simply has to stretch one’s arm to reach the fruit, with the latter one has to climb (forbidden), or throw stones at the heavily laden bunches of fruit – an occupation universally loved by children!

It is not surprising that oranges appear extensively in North African cuisine. The surprise is that they do not play a still larger part, as for example citrus fruits do in modern Israeli and Californian cuisines; but then the North Africans are traditionalists at heart, not daringly experimental like the Americans.

However, as the recipes below show, there are some fine such recipes.

chalda bartogal wa zaitun

orange and olive salad

This first one incorporates both the olive and the orange. It is from Morocco and is simple, refreshing and excellent as a starter or an accompaniment to meat and poultry grills.
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4 large oranges, peeled, white membrane removed

20–30 black olives, washed and stoned

Juice 1 small lemon

1 teaspoon salt

¾ teaspoon cumin

½ teaspoon chilli pepper or harissa (see Glossary)

Divide the oranges into segments and cut each of them into 3 pieces. Place in a salad bowl with the remaining ingredients and toss thoroughly. Refrigerate before serving. Serves 6

chalda bartogal wa jazar

orange and carrot salad

From Morocco, a plateful of golden taste and appearance which is ideal with all kinds of meat and poultry dishes.
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450g (1lb) carrots, peeled and grated

2 large oranges, peeled and white membrane removed, then cut into thin rounds

½ teaspoon salt

2 teaspoons orange blossom water

1 tablespoon caster sugar

Juice 1 large lemon

Place all the ingredients in a salad bowl and toss thoroughly. Refrigerate before serving. Serves 4-6

chalda bartogal wa fijil

orange and radish salad


‘The radish is a good

And doubtless wholesome food,

But proves, to vex the eater,

A powerful repeater.

This only fault I find;

What should be left behind

Comes issuing instead

Right from the eater’s head.’



Ibn Quzman, Anthology of Moorish Poetry

Here is a colourful and tasty salad excellent with grills and kebabs. The radishes used are the long variety, but round ones will do.
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6 long radishes or about 12 round, fat radishes

2 large oranges, peeled, white pith removed, thinly sliced crossways

Juice 1 lemon

1 tablespoon orange blossom water

2 teaspoons caster sugar

½ teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon cinnamon

Rinse the radishes thoroughly under cold running water. Place in a bowl of cold water and leave to soak for 30 minutes, changing the water at least twice. Drain them and coarsely grate. Place in a salad bowl with the orange slices.

Mix the remaining ingredients in a small bowl and pour over the salad. Toss and refrigerate for 30 minutes before serving. Serves 4-6

salatit limoun

lemon salad

From Fez, this biting yet piquant salad is certainly different and is surprisingly delicious. Try with hot or cold meats and with bread and cheese.
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2 ripe lemons, peeled

1 small onion, thinly sliced

3 tablespoons finely chopped parsley

1 teaspoon paprika

¼ teaspoon chilli pepper

½ teaspoon cumin

8 violet olives, stoned

8 black or green olives, stoned

1 teaspoon salt

4 tablespoons oil

Place the lemons in a bowl of lightly salted cold water for 30 minutes. Remove and halve. Squeeze out and reserve the juice. Cut the lemon flesh into small pieces and place in a salad bowl. Add the remaining ingredients and half the reserved lemon juice and mix well. Serve. Serves 4-6

chalda loubia khadra

green beans with almonds

This is an unusual salad of green beans with mayonnaise and almonds. I have no idea who first conceived the idea, but it was served to me at the home of an Algerian couple in good old Salford a few rainy months ago. So here it is, with a homely Moroccan proviso: ‘Eat, don’t ask.’
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675g (1½lb) French beans, topped and tailed

3 tablespoons finely chopped parsley

150ml (¼ pint) mayonnaise

1 teaspoon cumin

4 hard-boiled eggs, thinly sliced

50g (2oz) slivered almonds, toasted until golden

Black olives

Cook the beans in lightly salted boiling water for 8–10 minutes or until just tender. Strain into a colander and leave to cool.

Place the parsley, mayonnaise and cumin in a bowl and mix well. Add the beans and toss gently. Taste and adjust seasoning if necessary. Pile the mixture into the centre of a shallow dish. Arrange the sliced eggs around the edge and scatter the almonds and olives over the salad. Serve immediately. Serves 6

salatit feggous

cucumber salad

In this recipe the Meghribi will use the ‘snake’ or ‘curving cucumber’ – a type which is not readily available in Britain although I have managed to find a few in Indian grocery stores. Feggous is a long, thin vegetable which tends to be much drier than the ordinary cucumber. If feggous is not available I suggest that you use as an alternative the much smaller, 15cm (6in) long cucumbers which can also often be found in Indian and Middle Eastern stores – at least these have more flavour than the long, thick ‘sticks’ we are often obliged to eat. However, if the worst comes to the worst (and it often does) use ordinary cucumbers.
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450g (1lb) feggous, washed and grated

½ teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon dried thyme, crushed

Juice ½ lemon

1 tablespoon sugar

If using ordinary cucumber drain in a fine sieve for 15 minutes before mixing. Place all the ingredients in a salad bowl and mix well. Serves 4-6

chalda khiar

– cucumber salad –

This is a Tunisian cucumber salad mixed with cream.

450g (1lb) cucumber, thinly sliced

2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh mint or 1 tablespoon dried mint

½ teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon black pepper

150ml (¼ pint) single cream

Put the cucumber slices in a bowl of lightly salted water and leave for 10 minutes. Drain thoroughly. Place in a salad bowl with the remaining ingredients, toss and serve. Serves 4-6

bekoula

mallow salad

Bekoula is the name given in the Berber dialect to the common mallow (malva sylvestris) – an annual or perennial plant found in waste land, rubbish dumps, fields and roadsides. It is also cultivated for medical purposes – it makes a good tea for treating coughs, bronchitis, lung catarrh etc. The plant has large green leaves rather like spinach. When not in season use either fresh spinach or flat-leafed parsley – this can be bought from most Indian and Cypriot shops – ask for Greek or Arab parsley.
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110g (4oz) mallow or flat-leafed parsley or spinach, chopped

50g (2oz) parsley, finely chopped

25g (1oz) fresh coriander or tarragon, finely chopped

2 sticks celery including leaves, finely chopped

3 cloves garlic

Zest of ½ pickled lemon

2 teaspoons paprika

½ teaspoon chilli pepper

1½ teaspoons salt

4 tablespoons oil

10–12 black olives, stoned

Juice 1 large lemon

Place the chopped herbs and vegetables in a colander and rinse thoroughly under cold water. Shake off excess moisture and place in a large saucepan with the whole cloves of garlic. Cook over a medium heat for about 10 minutes, stirring frequently. Do not add any water as that retained by the vegetables will be sufficient. Remove garlic cloves, peel, crush and return to the pan. Add lemon zest, paprika, chilli powder, salt and oil, lower the heat and simmer until all the water has evaporated. Stir occasionally. Add the lemon juice and olives and cook for a further 2 minutes.

Transfer to a salad bowl and leave to cool. Taste, adjust seasoning if necessary and serve. Serves 4-6

salatit el bayd tarablousia

egg salad tripoli-style

Tripoli (not to be confused with her name-sake in Lebanon) is the capital of the people’s Joumhouriet of Libya – an ancient land always sparsely populated. Herodotus wrote in The Histories: ‘One thing I can add about this country, so far as one knows, it is inhabited by four races – of which two are indigenous and two not. The indigenous peoples are the Libyans and Ethiopians, the former occupying the northerly, the latter the move southerly parts. The immigrants are the Phoenicians and Greeks. I do not think the country can be compared for the fertility of its soil with either Asia or Europe, with the single exception of the region called Cinyps – this region however is quite different from the rest of Libya, and is as good for cereal crops as any land in the world.’

Almost 2500 years later Libya is still a sparsely populated land with little agriculture, and is still populated by four races – Berbers and African blacks (the indigenous people), Arabs and Europeans – Greeks, Italians etc (the immigrants). Nothing much appears, on the surface, to have changed in all that time, but this is not so. Libya is one of the most socially dynamic lands in the world and most certainly, with Algeria, the most progressive and ambitious country in Africa – often to the great consternation of certain western countries. What Libya is doing today, Africa will do tomorrow.

Now for our salad. It is simple, cheap and wholesome. The eggs go very well with the lettuce, the olives give it colour and flavour and as for the mayonnaise – well, that is the imperialist influence for you! But it does taste nice.
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2 Cos or 1 iceberg lettuce, washed and drained

2 tablespoons finely chopped parsley

50g (2oz) raisins

1 teaspoon paprika

4 tomatoes, thinly sliced

6 hard-boiled eggs, quartered lengthways

½ teaspoon cumin

5–6 tablespoons mayonnaise

garnish

Black olives

Shred the lettuce and place in a large salad bowl with the parsley, raisins and paprika. Mix well. Arrange the tomato slices and egg quarters over the lettuce. Sprinkle with the cumin. Dribble the mayonnaise attractively over the salad and decorate with the olives. Serves 6

salatit fassouliya

fresh kidney bean salad

This method of cooking vegetables is typically North African. The beans are cooked with herbs, spices and oil and then served cold. You can use this method to cook peas, broad beans, French beans etc.
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900g (2lb) fresh, small kidney beans, topped and tailed

1 teaspoon paprika

1 clove garlic, crushed

4 tablespoons oil

2 teaspoons salt

3 tablespoons finely chopped coriander or parsley

Juice 1 lemon

Peel of ½ pickled lemon, thinly sliced, or thinly sliced peel ½ lemon plus

1 tablespoon vinegar

Handful olives, stoned

Garnish

2 hard-boiled eggs, quartered

1 large tomato, thinly sliced

Cut the beans into 5cm (2in) pieces and place in a saucepan with the paprika, garlic, oil and salt. Add just enough water to cover the beans by 1cm (½in). Bring to the boil, lower the heat and simmer for 8–10 minutes or until the beans are just tender.

Stir in the coriander or parsley, lemon juice, lemon peel and olives and continue to cook, stirring occasionally until all the water has evaporated. Transfer to a salad bowl and leave to cool, then decorate with the eggs and tomato slices. Serves 6

chalda roz gsentina

rice salad constantine-style

A speciality of the Algerian city of Constantine. It is similar to several French and Italian rice salads although rice, in fact, is very little used in North African cooking. If you wish, after preparing the salad you can press it into a decorative mould and then turn out and garnish.
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110g (4oz) long-grain rice, rinsed thoroughly, cooked until tender and drained

2 tomatoes, finely chopped

50g (2oz) green beans, cooked

50g (2oz) peas, cooked

2 tablespoons finely chopped spring onions

2 tablespoons finely chopped parsley

75g (3oz) flaked tuna fish or chopped prawns

1 teaspoon cumin

Juice 2 lemons

6 tablespoons oil

1 teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon black pepper

Garnish

Handful of mixed green and black olives, stoned

2 hard-boiled eggs, sliced

Place the rice, tomatoes, beans, peas, onions, parsley, fish or prawns and the cumin in a large salad bowl and mix well.

Mix the lemon juice, oil, salt and pepper together and pour this dressing over the salad. Toss thoroughly, taste, then adjust seasoning if necessary. Either decorate the salad in the bowl with the garnishes and serve or press the salad into a mould, turn out, decorate and serve. Serves 6-8
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