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W onderfully tasty, fragrant and 
healthy, Moroccan food is famous 
for sweet-and-savoury combina-
tions of meat cooked with fruits 

such as dates, figs and lemons. Chicken with 
dates, lamb with prunes or apricots and 
honey, and chicken with preserved lemons 
and green olives are popular dishes. 

The food of Morocco is all about the sauce 
and the marvelous alchemy created by meld-
ing many common spices to deepen flavour. 
Cinnamon, ginger, cumin, paprika, turmeric 
and coriander—all with health benefits, from 
antioxidant to immunity-boosting—are 
favourites. Cayenne, saffron and nutmeg are 
also common. 

“Meat and vegetables are usually com-
bined with spices at the start in Moroccan 
cooking, unlike French, Italian and other  
cuisines,” says Mourad Lahlou, chef-owner  
of Mourad restaurant in San Francisco, and  
a Costco member. “What this means is that 
you get lots of sauce from this braising tech-

nique, and the flavour comes more from the 
spices than from the meat. The real soul of 
the meal is that abundant sauce, and the real 
soul of that sauce is the spices.”

Morocco has many one-pot stews called 
tagines, also the name of the terracotta pots 
with a cone-shaped lid they’re traditionally 
cooked in. The clay pot locks in moisture  
and keeps everything extra-juicy, but a Dutch 
oven or a covered pan that’s at least 5 centi-
metres (2 inches) deep works well too. 

Traditionally, seven salads, which are 
more like antipasti, are served beforehand—
mostly vegetables like eggplant, yams and 
squash, seasoned with cumin, paprika, pars-
ley and other spices, but also savoury tomato 
or carrot jams, spreads and bread.

In Lahlou’s opinion, Morocco’s greatest 
culinary contribution to the world is preserved 
lemons. “What soy sauce and fish sauce are  
to Asian cooking, preserved lemons are to 
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Look for a bounty  
of fresh ingredients 
at your local ware- 
house to help you 
make Moroccan 
fare at home. 
Groceries are 
available for 
delivery through 
Costco Grocery  
at Costco.ca.
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Moroccan food. They’re the bright ‘ping’ that 
balances the earthy flavours of sauces for meat, 
fish and vegetables, and a mouth-watering, 
almost intoxicating intensity that’s unlike any 
other ingredient I know,” says Lahlou. To make 
preserved lemons, pack quartered or sliced 
lemons in salt in a jar for at least a month; 
presto, preserved lemons. 

Asked to pick one dish that most rep-
resents his native country, Lahlou, who grew 
up in Marrakech’s old quarter, or medina, 
answers, “Basteeya,” an inspired version of 
chicken potpie. Topped with cinnamon and 
powdered sugar, stuffed with chicken, almonds 
and eggs in ultra-thin pastry dough, it’s a  
special-occasion dish. In homes, it’s a giant  
pie 60 to 91 centimetres (2 to 3 feet) long, 
sliced for lunch or snacks with tea.  

Sharon McDonnell is a freelance writer in San 
Francisco who’s taken cooking classes in Morocco.
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Chicken and Date Tagine
45 mL (3 Tbsp) canola oil
4 chicken thighs
4 chicken drumsticks
Pinch of salt
60 mL (¼ cup) olive oil
1 large yellow onion,  

thinly sliced
4 garlic cloves, chopped
5 mL (1 tsp) ginger
10 mL (2 tsp) turmeric
2 mL (½ tsp) white pepper
15 mL (1 Tbsp) coriander
5 mL (1 tsp) cumin
1 cinnamon stick,  

5 cm (2 inches) long
375 mL (1½ cups)  

chicken stock
45 mL (3 Tbsp) honey
15 mL (1 Tbsp) chopped 

cilantro, plus 3 sprigs 
for garnish

15 mL (1 Tbsp)  
chopped parsley

10 to 12 medjool  
dates, pitted

Preheat oven to 190 C (375 F).
Pour canola oil into an ovenproof pan or  
Dutch oven preheated over medium heat. 
Sprinkle chicken with salt, add to pan and 
brown, about 3 minutes per side; set aside. 
Replace canola oil with olive oil. Add onion  
and saute about 5 minutes, until translucent. 
Add garlic; cook 3 minutes. 
Add all spices and cook for 3 minutes,  
constantly stirring with a wooden spoon.  
Add chicken stock and bring to a simmer.  
Add chicken, return to simmer and cook  
for 10 minutes.
Place pan in oven; cook 30 minutes. Remove 
pan. Set chicken aside; keep warm. Simmer 
sauce in pan over medium-high heat. Once 
sauce is thick, add honey, chopped herbs and 
dates. Heat through, stirring. Place chicken on  
a serving platter, pour sauce over chicken and 
garnish with cilantro sprigs. Makes 4 servings.
Recipe by Mourad Lahlou

Chicken and Date Tagine


