
MYSTERIOUS MOROCCO
JOURNEY TO MARRAKECH'S STORIED LA MAMOUNIA

Morocco has long occupied a place in my imagi-
nation as a destination infinitely dramatic, arrest-
ing and romantic. So when I had the chance to 
visit one of its most storied hotels in Marrakech, 
I jumped, hoping it would live up to my larger-
than-life expectations. 
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(top) The majestic entrance of La Mamounia foretells 
of the grandeur within; (above) Traditional Moroccan 
sweets are delivered to guests daily. 
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Nothing about the five-star La 
Mamounia disappointed. There are 
200 rooms and suites and more than 
800 staff members — from chefs 
to gardeners to housekeepers. You 
really feel it: The level of service 
is as good as any I’ve experienced. 
Winston Churchill used to visit for 
extended stays, as did a litany of star 
guests such as Sophia Loren, Audrey 
Hepburn and Alfred Hitchcock (who 
used it as the setting for his film, The 
Man Who Knew Too Much). And 
though it’s a historic property, it 
feels brand new thanks to a stagger-
ing three-year, $140 million renova-
tion completed in 2009. 

As soon as the doormen in 
traditional flowing white Moroccan 
robes opened the door with a smile 
(seriously — their only job is to open 
the door), I knew it would be special. 
I was offered a tray of Medjool dates 
and a petite glass of chilled, impos-
sibly creamy almond milk (which has 
henceforth ruined my ability to enjoy 
the boxed variety at home). The hotel 
even smells delicious: It’s scented with 

a custom blend of cedar and dates 
by celebrated French perfumer Olivia 
Giacobetti, who also created the sump-
tuous bath amenities in the rooms. 
My third-floor executive suite had 
traditional Moroccan carved doors, 
a double balcony facing the majestic 
Atlas mountains, king bed with a crisp 
down comforter, living room with a 
to-die-for red velvet sofa and not one, 
but two marble bathrooms. 

The dining, oh the dining. La 
Mamounia boasts three signature res-
taurants — Le Français, L’Italien and 
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Mint tea, served 
piping hot in 
crystal glasses, is 
the quintessential 
drink of Morocco.

The Baldaquin Signature Suite is a favorite of 
honeymooners, though every room in the hotel 
exudes romance. Executive chef Fabrice Lasnon selects herbs from the property's expansive gardens.

The russet-hued Atlas 
Mountains are a short 
drive from Marrakech.
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Le Marocain. The French and Italian 
restaurants are deliciously true to 
their countries of origin, both menus 
concepted and managed by Michelin-
starred chefs (Jean-Pierre Vigato and 
Don Alfonso, respectively), but I was 
most excited to have a native meal. 
Le Marocain is nestled in the hotel’s 
gardens, and I had a drink first in 
its upstairs bar, watching the sun set 
over the centerpiece of the city: the 
Koutoubia mosque. Then I descended 
the stairs and joined my friends in a 
small private room for a feast of epic 
proportions. We started with a tray of 
a dozen salads — marinated carrots; 
preserved tomato; cucumber with or-
ange blossom water and roasted egg-
plant — to name only a few. Pigeon pie 
was a first for me, but delicious, with 
the fowl meat tucked into a flaky pas-
try and spiked with cinnamon. Lamb 
couscous followed, gently tossed with 
tender vegetables. I made a wonderful 
discovery that night: a Moroccan red 
wine called La Ferme Rouge. Later, 
the staff was kind enough to point 
me to Nicolas, one of the few fine 
wine shops in town. At under $25 per 
bottle for its robust, well-balanced 
flavor, it’s a steal. (Unfortunately, all 
the places I have checked in Atlanta 
don’t carry it.)

Though it would be easy to never 
leave the resort, the souk—one of 
the most famous markets the world 
over — is just a 10-minute walk. 
There is so much to see in the wind-
ing alleyways and expansive square: 
pottery, leather, spices, tea sets, rugs, 
clothing, antiques and more. You 
could wander around for a whole day 
and still not glimpse everything. One 
of my first stops was Herboristerie 
Bab Agnaou, an apothecary, with 
hundreds of bottles of spices, soaps, 
oils and potions lining the walls. Since 
Morocco is increasingly known for its 
argan oil (with promises of healthy 
hair and glowing skin—not to men-
tion, the toasted oil is surprisingly 
delicious), I picked up some, along 
with fragrant jasmine, which can be 
used as a perfume or as an unexpected 
natural insect repellant. After a day of 
wandering, a visit to Grand Café de 
la Poste in the Gueliz (or “new city”) 
was in order. A creamy cappuccino in 
the outdoor patio — set up in French 
style, with all seats facing the bustling 
street — was just the pick-me-up I 
needed after a full day of sightsee-
ing. After all, more dining treasures 
awaited me at La Mamounia. 

Morocco was a revelation. For 
me, this trip was proof that some-
times, in truly special places, reality is 
even better than your dreams. 
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Pastilla aux Pigeons, or pigeon pie, is a menu 
stand-out at Le Marocain.

Grand Café de la Poste is a quaint cafe in 
Marrakech's "new city" that feels delightfully 
French.

(above) Treasures await at the Marrakech souk, 
Morocco's most famous market.

(left) A vendor sells volumes of fragrant mint 
in the souk.
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Marinated Carrots 

Preserved Tomatoes
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Herboristerie Bab Agnaou

La Mamounia

Le Grand Café de la Poste

Nicolas Wine Shop
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