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Introduction
The city of Casablanca rises from the Atlantic shore like a mosaic: intricate, bustling,
and endlessly inviting. Long overshadowed by the regal mystique of Fez and the ochre
glow of Marrakech, Casablanca tells a different story—one of innovation, diversity, and
relentless energy. To understand Casablanca is to understand Morocco in motion: the
embracing of tradition alongside a bold leap into modernity, a crossroads where North
Africa converses with Europe, where the scents of saffron, cumin, grilled seafood, and
hot bread are stitched into the city’s very fabric.

More than just Morocco’s largest metropolis, Casablanca is a tapestry woven from
countless threads: Berber tribes with their deep knowledge of the land and its flavors,
Arab dynasties whose conquests carried exotic spices, Jewish communities who
preserved centuries-old culinary rituals, and the inventive spirit sparked by French and
Spanish exchanges—not to mention the vibrant energy brought by sub-Saharan,
Asian, and Mediterranean newcomers. Every community has left its imprint on the
city’s cuisine, making it an ever-evolving canvas of tastes and textures.

This book is an invitation to explore that canvas—not only with the mind and heart,
but also, especially, with the appetite. We’ll begin at Casablanca’s root: as a
windswept port, a magnet for dreamers, workers, cooks, and traders. Through the lens
of food, we’ll delve into the historical, social, and cultural moments that shaped its
markets and kitchens. You’ll roam the suqs—their mountains of spices, their gleaming
olives, the cacophony of bargaining and laughter—alongside fishermen, bakers, street
vendors, and culinary innovators.

Whether you are a cook seeking authenticity, an armchair traveler, or someone drawn
by the romance and enigma of Morocco, this journey will immerse you in the city’s
rhythms through food. Each chapter pairs elegant storytelling with sensory details,
time-honored recipes, and practical guides for sourcing ingredients, making traditional
dishes, and understanding the customs that give them life. Along the way, you’ll meet
the artisans, chefs, home cooks, and ordinary families who preserve Casablanca’s
culinary tradition and add to its legend every day.

Expect not just recipes, but stories—about bread baked in the predawn hush, of mint
tea ceremonies that express an entire philosophy of hospitality, of feasts that bind
families and neighborhoods together. Discover the subtle ways in which global
influences now gently contour the city’s palate, from legendary coffeehouses to
contemporary kitchens and vibrant food festivals. 

Above all, let "Saffron, Spice & Suq" serve as an open door: to wander the streets and
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markets of Casablanca, to savor its famous feasts and humble street snacks, to
glimpse the indelible ties that bind food with place, memory, and community. Your
journey through Morocco’s most enigmatic city begins here—one market, one kitchen,
and one unforgettable bite at a time.
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CHAPTER ONE: Casablanca: Gateway to Morocco’s
Atlantic
Casablanca, often simply called "Casa" by locals, is a city that pulses with a distinctly
modern Moroccan rhythm, yet its roots stretch back through millennia. It's Morocco's
largest city and its economic powerhouse, a sprawling metropolis that stands in
vibrant contrast to the ancient imperial cities like Fez and Marrakech. Its very location,
perched on the Atlantic coast of the Chaouia Plains, has always destined it to be a hub
of exchange and evolution.

Long before the French Protectorate reshaped its skyline, Casablanca was known as
Anfa. This ancient Berber village was established by the seventh century BCE, utilized
as a port by the Phoenicians and later the Romans. In the 8th century CE, Anfa
emerged as a significant city within the Berber kingdom of Barghawata, lauded by
chroniclers for its fertile land and prosperous port. It was a vital link in the coastal
trade routes, a place where goods and cultures converged, foreshadowing the
cosmopolitan character that defines Casablanca today.

The tranquility of Anfa was not to last. In the 15th century, it became a notorious
haven for pirates and privateers, preying on Christian ships. This provoked a fierce
response from the Portuguese, who in 1468, bombarded the town into ruins. Yet, from
destruction came rebirth. The Portuguese returned in 1515, establishing a new
fortified settlement on the site of Anfa, which they aptly named "Casa Branca,"
meaning "White House." This name would later be Hispanicized to "Casablanca" and
ultimately adopted as the city's enduring moniker.

The city's resilience was tested again when a devastating earthquake in 1755, the
same one that leveled Lisbon, caused significant damage, leading to its abandonment
by the Portuguese. However, the city's strategic importance was not lost on the
Moroccan sultans. Sultan Mohammed ben Abdallah rebuilt the town between 1756 and
1790, renaming it Dar El Beïda, the Arabic translation of Casa Branca. This period saw
European traders, including the French and Spanish, begin to settle in the burgeoning
port, laying the groundwork for further international influence.

The early 20th century marked a pivotal turning point for Casablanca. As French
influence grew in Morocco, Casablanca’s potential as a modern port and commercial
hub was fully recognized. Following French occupation in 1907 and the establishment
of the French Protectorate in 1912, the city underwent a dramatic transformation.
French urban planners, most notably Henri Prost, envisioned and executed a grand
redesign, laying out broad boulevards and constructing European-style buildings that
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blended Moroccan aesthetics with Art Deco and colonial architectural styles.

Under French rule, Casablanca rapidly expanded, becoming Morocco's chief port and
its economic capital, a deliberate shift of power from the interior imperial cities to the
coastal areas. This period of rapid industrial and urban development attracted a
diverse population, including Moroccans from various regions, European immigrants,
and people from other parts of the world, all contributing to the city's burgeoning
cosmopolitan spirit. Casablanca's waterfront became a bustling artery for trade,
solidifying its position as a gateway to and from Africa.

The city's strategic importance was further underscored during World War II, when it
served as a vital port for the Allied forces. The famous Casablanca Conference of
1943, where Roosevelt, Churchill, and de Gaulle met to strategize the next phase of
the war, cemented the city's place in global history. The iconic 1942 film
"Casablanca," while a fictional romantic drama, captured the essence of the city as a
melting pot of refugees and expatriates, all seeking escape and new beginnings,
further imprinting its name on the global consciousness. The film also inadvertently
highlighted the city's role as a beacon of hope and a crossroads of cultures.

Post-independence in 1956, Casablanca continued its trajectory as Morocco's
economic powerhouse. Its modern skyline, adorned with sleek skyscrapers and luxury
hotels, stands as a testament to its forward-looking dynamism. Today, the Port of
Casablanca remains one of the largest artificial ports in Africa and a crucial hub for
Morocco's foreign trade. Beyond its economic might, Casablanca has fostered a
thriving arts and culture scene, with numerous galleries, theaters, and museums
showcasing contemporary Moroccan art and reflecting its diverse heritage.

Casablanca, therefore, is not merely a city on a map; it is a living narrative of
perpetual motion and reinvention. Its geography on the Atlantic coast has always
dictated its destiny as a major port and a point of convergence. From the ancient
Berber settlement of Anfa to the Portuguese Casa Branca, and then to the modern
metropolis, it has absorbed influences from various civilizations. This rich tapestry of
history, woven with threads of diverse cultures, has profoundly shaped not just the
city itself, but also, most deliciously, its unique culinary landscape.
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