Moroccan dinner.

The Moroccan dinner will be prepared by one of our loyal shul member: Nachson.  He is of Algerian origin, but prefer to cook for us Moroccan cuisine.  I may be wrong, but for me, Moroccan cuisine is the quintessential Sepharadi cuisine, mainly because many „Sepharadi” restaurants around the world are run by Moroccan Jews.  However, Sepharadi cooking today is the cooking of Mediterranean and Oriental Jews, and it has four broad styles.  North African or Maghrebi Jewish cuisine includes Moroccan, Tunisian, Algerian and Libyan food.  Judeo-Spanish, which is Turkish and Balkan, is the cooking of the Jews of Iberian ancestry who went on to live in the Ottoman heartlands.  Then there is Judeo-Arab cooking, which is at its best in Syria and Lebanon, and there is the Jewish cooking of Iraq and Iran.

However, the cooking of the Jews in this part of the world is so immensely varied, eclectic and regional – different in every country and sometimes in every city – that it defies definition.  Its main characteristic is its diversity.  It varies sometimes even within a city.  A long tradition among the Sepharadim allowed Jews leaving one area to establish their own unique congregation in their new community.  These separate congregations persisted for centuries, and in the same spirit different styles of cooking were also maintained.  India, the topic of our previous dinner was a good example for this, so is Italy – hopefully another cuisine we will taste in the future.

Because the Sepharadim have left their old – mostly Arab – homelands only in the last 40-50 years, and they have not had two or three generations of integration like the Ashkenazim, their cooking has not yet become standardized.  They are still attached to the dishes of their hometowns, while the need to preserve family identity and the memory of an old life is strong and the generation that cooked in the old homelands is still around.

Twenty years ago, Sepharadi dishes were entirely unknown for the Askenazi audiences.  It is only in the last 10 years or so, that books has started to come out featuring the cooking of individual communities.  As for being popular, the cooking includes that of the entire Mediterranean world, which is currently the most fashionable cuisine because it is seen as healthy and full of flavor.

Sepharadi cooking is sensual, aromatic and colorful.  It makes use of anything that gives flavor – seeds, bits of bark, resins, pods, petals, pistils and flower waters.  The Sepharadim were less concerned with the inner spiritual life then the Askenazim, more sensitive to beauty and pleasure; and good eating has always been part of their traditional Jewish life.  Their cooking is of a kind that lifts the spirits.  The warm and sunny world they lived in had something to do with this, as had their way of life and historical experience.

Hospitality had an all-important place in their culture.  They entertained warmly, graciously, and constantly.  To honor a guest, especially on a Jewish holiday or family celebration, was the ultimate joy.  Festivities went on for ever.  In Morocco, there were seven days of celebration for a birth or circumcision, seven days for a bar mitzvah, two weeks for a wedding.  The year was a constant succession of events, and food was always part of it.

The world of Sepharadim was located within Islamic civilization.  With the exception of Christian Italy and Spain, all the lands where the Sepharadim lived before the 17th century were under Islamic rule.  Whereas Askenazi cooking on the whole was the cooking of a people closed in on itself with little contact with the non-Jewish population and the outside world.  Sepharadi cooking developed in communities whose people had an intimate contact with and were deeply influenced by the world they lived in.  Sepharadim lived close to each other, in quarters, by choice.  They were never forced to, except for one period in Morocco when they were confined to their mellah, supposedly for their own protection.  Jews in Muslim lands were not subject to occupational restrictions such as existed in Europe, and they were rarely excluded from taking part in the intellectual, cultural, and political activities and the commercial and economic life of a country.  In times of stress and instability the Islamic social system could became harsh and restrictive, but it rarely made close personal relations between Jews and Arabs impossible.

The Sepharadim were never isolationists.  What has been called the special symbiosis of the Jews with the Islamic world and the complex environment of ethnic and religious groups that existed within it produced and enhanced quality of Jewish life with the emphasis on style and taste.  It also meant that Jews had access to various regional styles of cooking.  Despite the diversity, there is a certain unity in the cooking of the Sepharadim, and you find echoes of dishes from one community to another.  It is because the countries they inhabited once shared the same occupiers and influences, and also because the Jewish communities had links of their own.

By the early 20th century, the largest Sepharadi community in the world was that of North Africa, and half of it in Morocco.  Morocco was the seat of the great Berber empires, the Almohads and the Almoravids, which dominated all of North Africa and part of Spain for centuries.  The culinary refinements and sophistication are a legacy of their courts and the result of the fusion of local Berber practices with the styles of the Baghdad Caliphate and those of Andalusia.  In Morocco, Jewish cooking is still rated as one of the four best styles in the country, on the level of those of Fez, Tétouan, and Marrakesh.  

The origin of their presence is uncertain, but it is believed that Jews arrived from Cyrenaica (now Libya) and Egypt in the 1st century, when revolts against the Romans were crushed and the Alexandrian community was destroyed.  They took refuge in the mountains and spread Judaism among the indigenous Berber population.  By the time the Arabs conquered in the 7th century, the Berbers counted a large number of Jewish tribes.  Jewish tribes and a Jewish queen called Kahena led indeed the last resistance to the Arabs in Tunisia.  The Jewish tribes of Algeria and Tunisia, faced, like all the Berbers, with forced conversion to Islam, fled to Morocco, where the conquerors had a weaker hold.  That is why there were many more Jews in Morocco then is the rest of North Africa.  Then a flow of Jews from Palestine and Babylonia arrived in the wake of the Muslim armies. 

The Jews of Morocco were part of the new and vibrant civilization that was created in the Muslim Maghreb and Andalusia in the early Middle Ages, and their own culture flourished with the constant traffic of scholars and immigrants between Baghdad, Granada, Cordoba and Fez. Fez was the spiritual center and the seat of Talmudic learning. It is here that the famous Andalusian Hebrew poetry with Arab metrics was born, and it is here too that one of the most refined styles of Jewish cooking developed.  When the Almohads, a fanatical, puritanical Berber tribe from the High Atlas Mountains, swept through the Maghreb and Muslim Spain in 1145, a period of Jewish martyrdom, massacres and forced conversions began. Many communities were destroyed. As Jews fled from Morocco to Christian Spain, thousands of refugees from Spain headed for Fez, where they were met only with hardship and famine. For centuries the Jews never truly recovered from the material degradation and intellectual impoverishment caused by the Almohad persecution and repression. They remained vulnerable and unpopular, serving the rulers as a marginal group, having to wear special clothes and special shoes to indicate their identity. They were placed in special quarters called mellahs at their own request, for their protection against a hostile populace.  The mellah of Fez, situated near the royal palace, was founded in 1438 - on the model of the juderias of Spain. Eventually every city had a mellah and there were also mellahs in the mountain villages in Berber country in the south.

The position of the Jewish community improved when the Sephardim and Marranos of Spain and Portugal arrived, fleeing in little boats, starting in 1492 and thereafter. They settled in coastal cities and centers like Fez, Meknes and Tétouan. The newcomers very quickly came to play a central role in the development of the country and in external trade. With their superior culture, skills in printing and weaving, and expertise in armaments manufacturing, and also their ability to speak different languages and to trade with their exiled connections, they had much to offer. They became commercial intermediaries between foreign traders and their Muslim neighbors. Some served as consuls and diplomatic representatives to European governments on behalf of the sultans. Rewarded with special rights and privileges from which the old community was barred, many acquired wealth and rose to influential positions.

As soon as they settled, they formed separate communities, maintaining the communal organizations and the manners and customs of Spain. They dominated Jewish life, especially in the north, establishing a cultural, economic and communal hegemony over the native Jews, whom they regarded as inferiors. Their privileged position - they remained the intellectual elite and bourgeoisie of lawyers, doctors, financiers and royal advisers - and the resentment it

created in the old community survived until modern times. They called the native Jews berberiscos, and were known by them as megorashim (the banished - because they were banished from Spain) and forasteros (strangers). Tensions and splits between the two communities lasted hundreds of years.

From the late Middle Ages on, all North African Jewry shared in the general economic and cultural decline of the region. They suffered a double isolation in their mellahs - in Morocco, and from the world outside. In the imperial city full of gardens and luxurious palaces, brilliant with color and smelling of the mountain air, the Jewish quarter was packed with people dressed in black, crowded on top of each other, busily carrying on their activities in gold- and silversmithing, brocade embroidery, dyeing, weaving, sewing, processing beeswax, ostrich feathers and leather, selling cloth, beads and bric-a-brac, pastries and confectionery. The mellah smelled of the refuse of their trades, of meats and fish grilling on charcoal and pastries frying in oil. The mingled odors of cumin and paprika, saffron and turmeric hung in the air over the houses. Some of the houses were large, around courtyards, but most were no more than hovels.

Though there was hardly any air to breathe, and despite the apparent misery, a rich spiritual and intense social life flourished within the walls of the mellahs. The inhabitants were fervently pious. Everywhere one could hear their prayers and chants. And they lived in a gripping world of superstition and magic - visiting cabbalists and `sorcerers', driving away `devils', countering the `evil eye', making vows and sacrifices. They went on pilgrimages and worshipped at shrines of saints. Professional singers and storytellers entertained at parties; professional mourners wailed at funerals. Circumcisions, bar mitzvahs, engagements and weddings, were celebrated in great pomp, with mountains of food.  

With the arrival of French colonialism in the nineteenth century, the more privileged families adopted French as their language and Western ways, and assimilated with the Euro​peans. The populations of the mellahs burst out of their walls and spread into neighboring areas of the medinas, or old residential quarters, and into new, modern European districts. But the great majority remained traditional and religious. With the independence of the North African states and the creation of the State of Israel came the mass migration of North African Jews.  

Many of the upper-class Jews of Tangier, which had once been Spanish Morocco, went to Spain. At that time, Madrid had sponsored research on Spain's `golden past', and a Jewish scholar had found thousands of files with family names of Jews who were related to the old Spanish nobility. Many of the educated and affluent Jews of Casablanca and French Morocco went to France and French Canada. The inhabitants of the old mellahs and Berber villages went to Israel.

The lifting of the entire population of mellahs secretly in one night and their transplanting to the `Promised Land' make dramatic stories, but for some the tale ended sourly, with resettlement in isolated places, out in the desert. They became the proletariat of Israel, the `black' Jews, seen as backward. The Moroccan community in Israel is now the largest single group and forms half of all the Sephardi population. Although their cuisine has had the greatest impact, it is seen as inferior, poor food. It may be that the more sophisticated dishes have not reached Israel, or that they became degraded as the `poor' southern Italian food was in America. One only hopes that the young Israeli chefs start making the most of their legacies the way American chefs have discovered the regional cuisines of Italy. They should look at France, where Moroccan dishes are so appreciated that other Sephardi communities for grand events like weddings and bar mitzvahs have adopted them.  

Morocco is a country with a highly variegated culture, and its diversity was reflected in the Jewish population. Differences in language, clothing, music, architecture and food ran along geographical lines dividing northern, central and southern Morocco, with some overlap and also local substyles.  In Tangier and Tetouan, in Mediterranean northern Morocco - where a large number of people had names like Toledano, Bejar, Leon, and Cordoba, and where Jews kept up haketia, a Judeo-Spanish dialect mixed with Berber and Arabic, longer than anywhere elsewhere ​Spanish influences were strong. Jewish craftsmen made coffers in the Iberian tradition and mirror frames like the windows of an Andalusian palace, and Jewish women cooked dishes with a marked Spanish influence.

In central Morocco, the cities of Fez, Meknes, Rabat and Sale were bastions of Muslim Arab heritage. Jews had quickly dropped Spanish for Arabic, and in the nineteenth century dropped Arabic for French. The Jews of Fez, who were famous for their work in jewellery and filigree, for spinning the gold and silver threads used in brocades, and for their silky-soft

leather goods, were also noted for their highly refined cooking, which combined Andalusian styles with elements from old Baghdad - like meat cooked with fruit.

The south was Berber country, where Jews lived in villages in the Atlas Mountains and in the desert. Even in the towns, like Agadir and Sousse, the Jews were Berbers. They wore little black kipas and black jelabas. Metalwork was a specialty of the south, and this was the only region where women too were artisans, making clothes, blankets and carpets.

One city in the south that was famous for its prestigious Jewish cooking was Mogador, now Essaouira, on the seacoast, not far from Marrakesh. The Sultan Mulai Abdullah founded it in 1760 as a trading port. He called on the Jews to come and live there and gave them all kinds of privileges to tempt them. They started trade with Europe, including Britain and Germany, bringing products from Africa by camel caravan through the desert, including spices and almonds from the East. There, a hundred tiny shops - some no bigger than a cupboard, and almost all of them Jewish - were squeezed into the main street. They all closed on Saturday, obliged by the municipality.

All the Jews of Mogador lived in a mellah until around 1860, when some began to move out. The houses, white with blue doors, some of them built around a courtyard, were repainted constantly. There were thirty-five synagogues in the mellah. Fabulously grand houses were built around the main synagogue, with their windows looking into it. Everyone went to the synagogue every day. The community was very religious and cabbalist. Because they did not have two kitchens or two sets of dishes and they had only one sink, some people did not touch milk. For the same reason, there was little tradition of dairy food, and cheese was non-existent.  Mogador was cool, because it was on the Atlantic, so it became a holiday place for families from Marrakesh when it was too hot in the city. That is how the cooking of the city became widely known. The Jewish women of Mogador were famous especially for their sweets and had a very large repertoire of petits-fours, preserved fruits, and jams. Their famous wedding cake, called `le paille' (from the English word `pie'), is an extraordinary piece montee on a meringue base. Because the south is Berber country it is also couscous country. But in Mogador, as in the rest of Morocco (and contrary to the rest of North Africa), couscous was never a Friday night dish, although it was a festive dish of celebration. Favorite fish dishes were boulettes de poisson (fish balls). In general there were no first or second courses; everything was on the table at the same time, including a large number of cold dishes. People rave about 'the oil from the argan tree, which grows only in these parts and was used to make a whole range of wonderful salads and cold vegetable dishes. The meal finished with fresh fruit and dried fruit and nuts. They did not usually drink at mealtime. Mahia was for before or after the meal. They drank red kosher wine or sweet homemade wine on Friday night. Rabbi Jacob was a famous label that is still found on restaurant lists in Morocco today.

