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In a country known for its mosaics, the Moroccan 
town of Essaouira sprawls out like a masterpiece 
of the genre. Framed by endless skies and the 
windswept Atlantic sea, Essaouira appears like 
a brilliant composition in blue and white, dotted 
with myriads of sun-bleached façades and cobalt 
doorways. The name, melodic and soft, literally 
translates as “The Beautifully Designed” — and 
in this little coastal gem, every arch, shutter 
and cobblestone lives up to it. Narrow alleyways 
snake their way to shaded courtyards and vibrant 
market squares; hundreds of turquoise-tailed 

fishing boats line the harbour, above which 
seagulls soar; and winding stairways lead up  
to hidden balconies from where you can marvel 
at each small piece of the well-formed whole. 

It makes sense for every journey to Morocco 
to begin in this picturesque seaport, which 
embraces the spirit of travel like nowhere else. 
For centuries, Essaouira was the country’s only 
window onto the world. In the mid 18th century, 
under Sultan Sidi Mohammed ben Abdallah, 
its port became the premier link for commerce 
between Europe and Mali’s fabled Timbuktu, 

Under a Spell 
From bustling markets to peaceful riads, windswept  

seaports to sun-baked medinas, Morocco unfolds in a kaleidoscope  
of discoveries to enchant the senses.

Words Annick Weber | Photography Salva López
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1. Essaouira: a picture-perfect coastal town 
2. Spicing it up in the souks 
3. Essaouira is Morocco’s hub of Gnawa music 
4. Fishing boats as blue as the sea
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MarrakeshMarrakech

MOROCCOMOROCCO

EssaouiraEssaouira

offering the exotic goods of Saharan Africa’s 
caravan trade to the other continents. Through  
it have passed shiploads of gold, ivory, salt, spices 
and rare feathers, and in the walled medina, 
a panoply of nationalities and religions have 
traded and lived alongside one another, each 
leaving their imprint on this mosaic of a town. 

“Essaouira remains one big patchwork of 
cultures, not a melting pot,” says my guide 
Rachida on a tour of the historic centre on the 
morning of my arrival, pointing out the emblems 
of Christianity, Islam and Judaism that adorn 
the Tolerance Gate between the port and the 
medina. In Essaouira, it’s not uncommon to 
have a medley of Catholic church bells and the 
muezzin’s call to prayer drown out the ever-
present howl of the alizée (wind). Leaving behind 
the Portuguese cannons that line the fortress 
walls, we pass through a maze of whitewashed 

Route du bonheuR — 4 days 
essaouiRa and maRRakech 

a colourful four-day getaway in 
Morocco, exploring the blue and  
white coastal town of Essaouira  
and Marrakech, the Red city.

 day 1: essaouira  
 L’heure Bleue Palais (p. 538)

 day 2–3: medina of marrakech  
 Villa des orangers (p. 537)

 day 4: Palmeraie of marrakech  
 ksar char-Bagh (p. 536)

Plan your personalised itinerary with  
the Relais & châteaux concierge.
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1. a view of the medina of Essaouira 
2. The roof terrace of L’heure Bleue Palais 
3. one of chef ahmed handour’s creations 
4. a warm welcome to L’heure Bleue Palais 
5. The red carpet: local craft at its best 
6. a shop producing the region’s famed oil

5 6

streets that could have been taken from a 
postcard of Mediterranean Europe, were it not 
for the cinnamon-tinged aroma of fresh fish 
tagine, the earthy hues of the kilims that strew 
the stalls of the souk and the traditional white 
haiks worn by the local women. This town is at 
once decidedly Moroccan and curiously unlike 
the rest of the country. 

My Relais & Châteaux hotel,  L’Heure Bleue 
Palais (p. 538), is Essaouira in a nutshell. Over an 
aperitif of local Val d’Argan rosé, the innkeeper, 
François Laustriat, tells me it was originally 
built in the late 19th century on the ruins of 
an inn for travelling traders and was once the 
sumptuous residence of a renowned Muslim 
leader. Unassuming from the outside, the palace 
houses a world of its own within, with fountains 
trickling in the lush courtyard, interiors 
combining elegant European and colonial 
touches, and the evocative sound of the lute 
floating around the inward-facing galleries. The 
cuisine of chef Ahmed Handour is both exotic 
and comforting, enhancing local produce with 
international flavours. At dinner, my carpaccio 

of seabass with saffron-coconut emulsion evokes 
an air of discovery and new territories — just like 
Essaouira’s past. 

The following morning, after an early 
breakfast of Beghrir pancakes with amlou —  
a sweet argan oil and almond spread — the  
next discovery already awaits: Marrakech, the 
Red City. As the landscape around me gradually 
changes from vivid green to ochre, the argan-
tree-clad hills making way for the snowy caps 
of the Atlas Mountains, I realise that about 180 
kilometres inland lies another side of Morocco. 
Here, life seems to move to a different drumbeat. 
If Essaouira is easygoing and multicultural, 
then Marrakech is buzzing and infinitely North 
African. It is the city that taught Yves Saint 
Laurent how to use colour, bewitching the 
French couturier with the vibrancy of its pace, 
the ornamentation of its architecture and the 
sophistication of its craftsmanship some 50  
years ago. 

Today, the palm-roofed souks that spread  
out north of Marrakech’s main market  
square, Jemaa el Fna, still transport visitors  

heaRt and souk

The medinas of Morocco 
are brimming with lively 
outdoor markets, each 
of them dedicated to 
a particular craft. In 
the souks’ workshops, 
master artisans — from 
woodworkers to weavers 
— are passing down 
generations of expertise  
to eager apprentices.

liquid gold

 “argan oil is one of the rarest  
oils in the world. It is made  
from the nuts of the argan tree,  
which grows almost exclusively 
in the Essaouira region. I like 
to drizzle it over salads and 
couscous, and use it to make  
the sweet almondy breakfast 
spread, amlou.”

ahmed handour — chef 
L’Heure Bleue Palais 
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a place where turbaned men charm desert  
snakes and the fragrance of spices blends 
with the aroma of freshly tanned leather. In 
tiny, cavelike shops, behind stacks of pointy 
babouche slippers, Berber jewellery, geometric 
cushion covers and cedar trunks, artisans are 
sewing, welding, woodworking, weaving and, 
not to forget, luring curious shoppers. Losing all 
sense of orientation in the labyrinth of ateliers 
and stalls, Moorish courtyards and mosques is 
as much part of the jaunt as wishing that your 
luggage allowance were endless. In the souks, 
each craft is equally tempting.

Although just a five-minute walk from  
Jemaa el Fna,  Villa des Orangers (p. 537) —  
my pied-à-terre in the medina — feels miles away 

1

from the hustle and bustle of the markets.  
With its discreet wooden front gate leading to  
a tumble of patios, leafy orange trees and water 
features, this charming Relais & Châteaux 
riad has the warm atmosphere and personal 
service of a stay at a close friend’s lavish house. 
“Over the years, the word riad has become 
synonymous with guesthouse,” explains Jean-
Paul Compagnon, the innkeeper and director, 
over a cup of fresh mint tea. “Traditionally, 
however, the term represents a stately home, 
where intimacy is key.” Tranquil and refined, 
this early-20th-century residence is a riad in  
the purest sense, where every plaster arabesque  
and wood carving is an intricate ode to 
Moroccan craftsmanship. It’s easy to be 
tempted to laze away the day listening to the 

1

1. The koutoubia mosque in the evening sun 
2. It’s always tea-time in Marrakech 
3. The courtyard of Villa des orangers

3

2

taste of the teRRoiR

 “My M’kali chicken with olives  
and pea-mint purée perhaps 
best sums up the cuisine at  
Villa des orangers. Made with 
free-range chicken from the 
nearby Rhamna region, the 
dish takes inspiration from the 
abundance of spices and herbs 
available in the colourful souks 
of Marrakech. We serve it with 
a rich, flavoursome sauce of 
blended chicken stock, saffron, 
preserved lemon, garlic, parsley 
and coriander, and finish it off 
with a minty pea purée to add 
finesse and freshness to these 
essentially Moroccan notes.” 

Jean-claude olry — chef 
Villa des Orangers
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sweet tweeting of the songbirds by one of the 
two pools of Villa des Orangers, but the outside 
world is calling. A short taxi ride later, past 
trotting donkeys and watermelon-laden carts, 
I find myself in the middle of an eclectic oasis of 
bougainvillea pergolas, bamboo forest, water-lily 
ponds and tall cacti leaning against cobalt-blue 
walls: the Jardin Majorelle, the garden of Yves 
Saint Laurent and his partner, Pierre Bergé. 
Created in the 1920s by the French painter and 
amateur botanist Jacques Majorelle, the site — 
including the opulent Villa Oasis and the now-
iconic art deco pavilion — became Saint Laurent 
and Bergé’s third and final Marrakech home in 
1980, more than a decade after the pair first fell 
for its peaceful garden. It is where Saint Laurent’s 
ashes were scattered after his death in 2008 and 
where his vast collection of Berber artefacts has 
been permanently exhibited since 2011. 

a feast foR  
the senses

how to indulge in the  
spirit of 1,001 nights  
with Relais & châteaux:

hammam 
Relax and get pampered 
during a traditional 
hammam session.

cookery classes 
Learn how to spice it  
up like a Relais & châteaux 
chef with tailor-made 
cooking lessons.

day trips 
Live a slice of local life 
during a guided tour  
of the atlas Mountains,  
the desert, the vineyards  
or the argan tree groves.

The last leg of my trip brings me closer to the 
lifestyle of the Berbers — the North African 
indigenous group whose rich art and culture  
has fascinated generations of artists. 
  Ksar Char-Bagh (p. 536), a grand Relais 
& Châteaux palace, rises from Marrakech’s 
Palmeraie (palm grove) like a luxurious dream  
of Berber life. Taking inspiration from traditional 
villages, the innkeeper, Kevin Ceccarelli, and 
his attentive team offer guests the opportunity 
to sleep under the stars on private terraces, 
surrounded by hand-forged lanterns and 
panoramic Atlas Mountain views. Inside the  
14 exquisite suites, Mies van der Rohe chairs 
mingle with rare antique furniture from the 
souks, adding a decidedly modern touch to 
the ornate Arab-Andalusian elements found 
throughout the property. 

On the afternoon of my departure, Ksar 
Char-Bagh’s chef, Antoine Gonzalez, takes 
me for a stroll across the sprawling, palm-tree-
shaded grounds to show me the multicoloured 
vegetables and aromatic herbs growing in the  
on-site garden. He picks a plump, deep-red 
tomato, smells it and puts it in a woven basket. 
“You haven’t eaten lunch yet,” he observes. 
“Trust me, you won’t get fresher than that.” 
Moments later, when a smiling waiter brings 
me my carefully plated starter of juicy tomatoes 
with home-made olive oil, I know that what I’m 
about to sample is more than the harvest of the 
Moroccan sun — it is the hospitality of a warm 
country that makes you feel at home. 

q&a with quito fierro 
Communications Director 
Jardin Majorelle

What drew yves saint laurent  
to morocco?  
Saint Laurent’s first visit to 
Marrakech in 1966 brought 
back memories of his childhood 
in algeria. he felt such a 
connection to the Moroccan 
rhythm of life, the food and  
the local culture that he bought 
a riad in the medina before 
returning to Paris. 

What was saint laurent’s 
marrakech life like?  
For Saint Laurent, Marrakech 
was the place where he could 
escape from the fame he had 
in Paris — here, he could stroll 
around the souks anonymously, 
find inspiration for his collections 
and host his many artist friends, 
among them andy Warhol and 
catherine deneuve. 

tell us about the new yves  
saint laurent museum. 
opening near the Jardin 
Majorelle in autumn 2017, the 
museum houses a library, an 
auditorium and exhibition  
spaces showcasing key pieces 
from the designer’s collections.  
It will help to keep the Marrakech 
of Saint Laurent alive. 

1. The Jardin Majorelle’s pavilion 
2. The dining room at ksar char-Bagh 
3. Berber living meets Relais & châteaux  
4. ksar char-Bagh’s olympic-size pool 




