
My c ity* :  MarrakEch 

MaryaM MontaguE invitEs us into thE souks, 
cafÉs and allEyways of thE city shE adorEs
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*Share the simple things in your city. Leave a comment at www.thesimplethings.com or email thesimplethings@futurenet.com.
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1  Come dusk, the 
Jemma el-Fnaa is 
where the action is. 
Plan accordingly. 
 2  These piles of 
pigment are colour 
therapy for the soul! 
3  Strands of vintage 

tribal jewellery – an 
irresistible souvenir. 
4  Moroccan lanterns 

cast mesmerising 
tattoo-like patterns 
over walls and floors.   
5  Contemporary 

Moroccan photography 
is always on show at 
Galerie 127.

Most of us live in cities. Even if a tiny part of us yearns 
for the country, it’s hard to deny the excitement of 
town. We ask one person – clearly in love with their 
city – to tell us what makes it so special. Through their 
eyes, we can take a fresh look at where we live too.

How long have you lived in the city?  

I’ve lived in Marrakech for eight years but I’m still 
constantly discovering new things. Marrakech is 
very much a city on the move – new shops, galleries, 
restaurants, bars, clubs and hotels are constantly 
cropping up. I love being a tourist in my own city.

What drew you to Marrakech?

I originally moved to Morocco because of my job. I’m a 
democracy and human rights specialist by training, and 
I was sent to Morocco by the non-profit organisation for 
which I worked. I’d never been to Morocco before 
moving there, but as incorrigible wanderers my family 
and I didn’t hesitate to pack our bags and move. Morocco 
seemed a strange and exotic destination, and all that we 
imagined it to be proved to be true.

Where are you from originally?

I’m American but I was born in Cairo to a father from 
New York and a mother from Iran. My father is also in 
international humanitarian aid, and we lived in Egypt »

and Tunisia, with summers in Iran, before we moved 
back to the US, where I spent much of my childhood. 
That said, I consider myself a citizen of the world.

What keeps you in the city now?

After moving to Morocco, we fell in love with the people, 
weather and culture. We decided that we wanted to 
make Marrakech our home for the foreseeable future, 
so we bought an olive grove and built a home and two 
guesthouses that are collectively called Peacock 
Pavilions (www.peacockpavilions.com). We host guests 
and groups for eight months of the year and there’s 
always something fun happening. My husband, Chris, 
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is an architect and I did the interior design. Peacock 
Pavilion has also been a location for photo and TV 
shoots. We love collaborating with talented people, 
especially instructors in yoga, fitness, art, writing, 
photography and so on.

What does it feel like in November?

With the exception of summer, when it’s scorching, it’s 
always a beautiful time to come to Marrakech. In 
November it’s sunny by day (a long-sleeved T-shirt or 
blouse will do) and a bit cooler at night (think a light 
cardigan). Last year, we were still swimming in our pool 
during the first half of November. Citrus trees are 
bearing fruit and we pick olives from our own trees in 
late November.

How does your city smell?

Marrakech has a most unusual smell – it’s a crazy 
mixture of roses (Morocco is a rose-exporting country 
and some of the world’s greatest perfumers buy their 
ingredients here), orange flowers, spices (impressive 
spice cones can be found in the souks), horses and an 
earthy scent reminiscent of centuries of sandstorms.  

Where’s your favourite green space?

My own olive grove at Peacock Pavilions. I’ve always 
wanted to live in an olive grove or fruit orchard and we 
were so lucky we stumbled upon the 3.5 hectares of land 
that became our home. We have about 160 mature olive 
trees, as well as lemon, fig, orange, pomegranate and 
jacaranda trees. We’ve planted hundreds of rose bushes, 
our hedges are made of rosemary, and bougainvillea 
climbs the surrounding walls. It’s a fragrant and serene 
oasis to wake up in.

Where do you like to escape to?

To the souks! Marrakech is a great shopping destination. 
The souks are filled to overflowing with all manner of 
goods, from patterned pottery to ornate lanterns, 
colourful cushions and so much more. My shop, Red 
Thread Souk (www.redthreadsouk.com) specialises in 
carpets and sequined wedding blankets. It’s a way to 
bring some Marrakech to your home if you can’t head 
over to the city yourself.

What lifts your spirits?

Last spring I started a non-profit organisation called 
Project Soar, which works with 38 under-privileged girls 
aged between 6 and 12, from the Moroccan village where 
I live. These girls have no art or sports at school, and 
Project Soar seeks to provide them with fun activities 
every Sunday morning during the school year. These 
are beautiful girls – so deserving of love and attention. 
Seeing them never fails to lift my spirits.

 “ Marrakech has an unusual smell – ROSES, 
orange flowers, SPICES, horses and the 
EARTHY scent of centuries of sandstorms”
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1  Freshly squeezed 
orange juice is one 
of the city’s least 
expensive (but most 
wonderful) pleasures.
 2  Antique metalware 
is ubiquitous in ‘junk’ 
shops all over the city. 
You’re almost certain 
to find a treasure. 
3  Camel rides are 

part of the fun of 
being here. Saddle up!  
 4  Steam rises from 
fragrant food stalls on 
the square. Go ahead: 
sample everything. 
5  Ornamental door 

knockers on colour-
saturated doors make 
for an inviting entry.

What do you long for most if you’ve been away?

The food – Morocco’s cuisine is famous the world over. 
I love a good couscous (fragrant mounds heaped with 
vegetables, lamb and a savoury raisin sauce) or a delicious 
tagine (a sort of stew cooked and served in the conical 
dish it’s named for). Add to that the fresh bread baked 
daily in the city’s many communal ovens. This is slow 
cooking, and you’ll never leave a Moroccan table hungry.  

tell us about the colours of your city.

Marrakech is a city awash in colour. Urban codes 
mandate that all buildings and houses be in the same 
colour range – varying from deep beige to ochre to an 
almost salmon pink; it’s a colour palette picked up from 
the earth itself and is spectacular at dusk when the whole 
city seems to glow, giving it the nickname the Red City. 
Inhabitants tend to paint their front doors vibrant 
shades, and in the souks you can buy pigments in 
rainbow hues – making it easy to custom mix your own »

dyes and paints. The city is especially known for the 
shade Majorelle blue – an almost electric shade of blue 
with violet undertones. 

What’s your favourite way to get about the city?

On foot. At the heart of Marrakech is the medina, or old 
city. As Marrakech is almost 1,000 years old, it was built 
long before cars, so the best (and most interesting) way 
to get around the narrow and bustling alleyways is by 
foot. Remember to bring good, light walking shoes!

Where do you like to eat out with family and friends?

I love going to the city’s famed Jemma el-Fnaa for 
dinner. It’s like a huge communal dining table – you sit 
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at picnic tables elbow-to-elbow with the other diners. 
Food is piled high invitingly at different stalls and is 
prepared instantly. 
 It’s a great way to sample a wide variety of things 
quickly – from couscous to brochettes, fried aubergine 
and salads (and, for the more adventurous, snails and 
goat’s head). This might be the most fun fast food you’ve 
ever eaten, although the stall owners can get a little 
aggressive in vying for your attention.   

What types of shops do you most like to visit? 

In addition to the stalls offering traditional new 
handicrafts, the Marrakech souks are loaded with 
informal antique and junk shops. If you’re willing to 
spend time browsing, there are so many treasures to be 
found. I love discovering vintage silver jewellery and 
antique embroideries. Prices range from £1 to £1,000s.

Where would you like to live if you couldn’t live here?  
India or Turkey: two countries that share the same love 
of colour and pattern, as well as a passion for symbols – 
both endlessly fascinating in their own ways. 

FAVOURITE RESTAURANT
Al Fassia
9 bis route de l’Ourika
this is my favourite restaurant for authentic 
Moroccan home-style cooking. delicious! 
it’s also a woman’s cooperative, so you can 
feel especially good about going there. Make 
sure you make a reservation, though, because 
others are onto this secret too!
www.alfassia.com

FAVOURITE ShOP
33 Rue Majorelle
33 Rue yves Saint Laurent
a concept store that carries wares from over 
200 designers – from homewares to jewellery 
to clothes. this is fresh contemporary Moroccan 
design at its best and a great one-stop shop. 
you can also pick up a signed copy of my book, 
Marrakesh by Design, if you’re so inclined.
www.33ruemajorelle.com

FAVOURITE GALLERY 
Galerie 127
127 Avenue Mohammed V, Guéliz
Marrakech’s gallery devoted to contemporary 
photography. there’s always something 
interesting to see. i saved up to buy my own 
birthday present here – there are so many 
images on my covet list!
www.galerienathalielocatelli.com/galerie127

FAVOURITE CAFé
Kaowa
34 Rue yves Saint Laurent (opposite  
Majorelle Gardens entrance)
if you’re tired of heavy food and want a quick, 
healthy bite, this is the place to come. a great 
spot for vegetarians and vegans with salad and 
juice bars, as well as an outdoor terrace.
www.tinyurl.com/m765d7s

PLACE TO SEE bY NIGhT
Jemma el-Fnaa ( just at dusk)
Medina
this might just be one of the planet’s best 
places for people watching – host to a variety 
of characters, from snake charmers to henna 
painters to fortune tellers to musicians. and the 
visitors are almost as intriguing.

PLACE FOR SOUVENIRS
Spice souk
Medina
ask for the “Souk des epices” once you’re in 
the old city, known as the medina – most people 
will be happy to direct you. stall after fragrant 
stall awaits you. Pick up some ras-el-hanout – a 
blend of 12 or more spices that’s a mainstay in 
the Moroccan kitchen. Mix it into rice or meat 
dishes, or into a stew for a taste of north africa.  

MARYAM’S  
PRIVATE TOUR

MARYAM MOnTAGue is 

the author of Marrakesh by 
Design: Decorating with all 
the Colours, Patterns and 
Magic of Morocco. Find it in 

bookshops and online at 

Amazon uK. www.moroccan 

maryam.typepad.com

1  The city’s beautiful 
architecture beckons 
for a step back in time.
 2  Mountains of mint 
for sale – the most 
important ingredient in 
teapots all across town.
3  Pomegranates grow 

abundantly and are a 
popular (and pretty) 
addition to the table.
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