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This handbook is part of the Atlas Field Editions series. Each volume gathers practical knowledge about a

living Moroccan tradition — its history, its tools and its craft — in a form meant to be read once and kept

for reference.
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CHAPTER 1

A National Ritual

Ask anyone who has crossed a Moroccan threshold at the wrong hour and been waved firmly into a

chair anyway: mint tea in Morocco is not a beverage, it is a social institution. The drink itself is

disarmingly simple — Chinese gunpowder green tea, fresh spearmint, and a confident amount of sugar

— yet the way it is prepared, poured and shared carries centuries of history, trade and etiquette in

every glass.

Green tea arrived in Morocco in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries through European trading

ships, most famously via Dutch and British merchants who found in the Moroccan ports a eager market

for Chinese tea. The Moroccan palate transformed the import completely: where the Chinese steep

their leaves plain, Moroccans built an entirely new ritual around them, borrowing mint from their

gardens and sugar from the Caribbean trade routes. The result, atay, belongs to Morocco as surely as

any dish born on its soil.

The ceremony spread along the old caravan routes that connected the coastal cities with the Sahara.

In the south, nomadic families treated the teapot as the centrepiece of hospitality in the emptiest

stretches of desert; in the imperial cities of Fes and Marrakech, refined urban households turned the

pouring itself into a display of grace. Today the same gesture runs from airport lounges to goat-hair

tents, and refusing a glass is still considered a small, forgivable rudeness.

This handbook follows the ritual from its history to its modern practice. Each chapter can be read alone,

but together they describe one continuous ceremony: the tools you need, the steps you perform, the

regions that improvise on the theme, and the etiquette that turns three small glasses of tea into a

declaration of welcome.
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CHAPTER 2

The Tools of the Ceremony

The heart of the ceremony is the berrad, the Moroccan teapot. Traditional berrads are hammered from

brass or silver alloy and, unlike Western teapots, are built to sit directly over live coals or a spirit stove.

The spout is long and elegantly curved, designed less for dripping than for performing — the higher the

pour, the finer the aeration of the tea.

Around the berrad gathers a small constellation of objects. Tea glasses, short and handle-less, are

decorated with painted gold filigree; their small size is deliberate, because the ceremony is meant to be

repeated, not concluded. A round brass or wooden tray holds everything together and is offered around

the room with both hands. A small metal canister keeps the gunpowder tea airtight, and a sieve may be

used when the household prefers a clearer liquor.

The tea itself deserves a note. Gunpowder green tea — so named for the tightly rolled pellets that

resemble gunpowder grains — is the standard choice, with grades ranging from dusty economy lots to

young hyson. Moroccans overwhelmingly favour the robust, slightly smoky profile of mid-grade

gunpowder: a delicate tea would simply disappear beneath the mint and the sugar.

Fresh spearmint, nana, is bought in generous fragrant bunches and washed thoroughly. In winter,

when mint is scarce or expensive, households improvise with wormwood (chiba), pennyroyal (fliyo), or

lemon verbena (louiza) — substitutions that are not compromises but recognised seasonal styles of

their own. Sugar comes in hard cones (qalb sukkar) in traditional settings, or in cubes in modern

kitchens; either way, it is added openly, never apologetically.
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CHAPTER 3

The Ceremony, Step by Step

The host begins by rinsing the gunpowder tea: a first brief infusion is swirled, said to wash the dust of

travel from the leaves, and poured away. What remains in the pot is the true base. With the leaves still

in the berrad, boiling water is added and the pot is set over the heat until it reaches a rolling, lively

simmer — Moroccans boil the tea itself, a point on which no compromise is entertained.

Mint and sugar follow. A proper bundle of mint is pushed into the pot like a bouquet into a vase, and

sugar to taste — in practice, more than a visitor expects. The host then pours a single glass and

returns it to the pot, mixing it twice or three times so that the liquor becomes perfectly homogeneous.

Pouring back and forth, sometimes from a height, is the signature gesture: it cools, aerates and marries

the flavours.

The first glass is offered to the guest of honour, then around the circle, always with the right hand or

with both hands around the tray. The pour itself is performed from a height of thirty centimetres or more

so that a fine foam, the kes, settles on the surface of each glass. A tea without foam is a tea served

carelessly; the froth is the visible proof of the host's attention.

There is a famous Moroccan proverb about the three glasses: the first is gentle as life, the second is

strong as love, the third is bitter as death. As the same leaves are re-steeped, the flavour deepens and

darkens. Guests are expected to accept at least one glass, politely two, and — when the afternoon is

generous — all three.
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CHAPTER 4

Regional Variations

Travel across Morocco and the ceremony bends to local character. In the north, around Tangier and

Tetouan, tea tends to be poured lighter and the Andalusian inheritance shows in the filigree glasses

and the polished silver of the tray. Fes, guardian of old refinements, favours measured sweetness and

precise, elegant pouring from ornate berrads that are often family heirlooms.

The south and the Sahara drink tea with more resolve: smaller glasses, stronger liquor, more rounds,

and sugar in heroic quantities. Among Saharan families the ceremony can stretch across hours, with

the same leaves serving three distinct infusions whose changing character is discussed like the

movements of a symphony. In nomadic encampments the fire itself is part of the welcome; the smell of

coal and tea together is the smell of arrival.

Seasonal improvisation is its own map. Wormwood tea, chiba, appears in winter with its bitter,

camphorous edge; pennyroyal offers a rounder, earthier cup; verbena lends a lemony lift. In spring,

some households add a pinch of dried orange blossom or a drop of orange-blossom water for guests

they wish to honour. None of these replaces mint — they shade it, the way musicians shade a familiar

melody.

Even the sugar has its geography: hard sugar cones, cracked with a hammer in front of the guests,

survive in older households and in the south, where the gesture has theatrical value. In Casablanca

and Rabat, busy households use cubes and electric kettles, preserving the sequence and the gestures

even when the tools have modernised.
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CHAPTER 5

Etiquette and Hospitality

Tea time in Morocco follows its own clock. It arrives after meals, between obligations, at the moment a

conversation begins to be worth having. A guest who is offered tea is being offered time; accepting at

least one glass is the minimal grammar of the exchange. Declining for health is understood, but the

polite form is to accept a small pour.

The host pours, the guest receives. The glass is held in the right hand or supported with the left

beneath it — never gripped carelessly by the rim. It is courteous to praise the foam, the mint, or the

strength of the second glass. Compliments are returned with the phrase the whole ceremony exists for:

sahha, to your health.

Refilling is a quiet negotiation. The host watches the glasses; a guest who does not wish for more

places a hand lightly over the glass or turns it slightly. In most homes, however, the third glass will be

poured regardless, because the proverb has already decided the matter and the third glass is part of

the story a host tells about the afternoon.

Finally, the guest's departure is itself a tea event. It is common for the host to insist on one last round

before the door — the tea of leaving, atay dial lmchiy — which, like everything in the ritual, is less

about thirst than about sealing the visit with sweetness. To leave without it is to leave the visit

unfinished.



THE MOROCCAN MINT TEA RITUALS Atlas PDF Library

— 8 —

CHAPTER 6

Brewing Moroccan Mint Tea at Home

The good news is that the ceremony travels. For four glasses: bring one litre of water to a boil. Add two

tablespoons of gunpowder green tea to the pot, pour in a cup of the boiling water, swirl for twenty

seconds and discard — this is the rinse. Fill the pot with the remaining water and boil gently over heat

for three to five minutes, until the colour is deep amber.

Add a generous fist of washed spearmint — a bundle the size of a small apple — and sugar to taste;

begin with four cubes and adjust after the first glass. Mix by pouring one glassful back into the pot three

times, then taste. The liquor should be sweet, minty, and strongly green, with a slight bite; if it tastes

thin, boil two more minutes.

Pour from a height into small glasses to raise the foam. Re-steep the same leaves twice more, adding

fresh mint and sugar each round; the second glass is usually judged the finest, and the third is an

acquired taste that many Moroccans defend passionately. Keep the pot warm over low heat between

rounds — never reboil the mint to bitterness.

A few warnings from experience: do not crush the mint (it clouds the liquor), do not substitute black tea

(it is a different tradition), and do not rush the boil. The ceremony rewards patience with the same

clarity it rewards guests: a small, sweet, endlessly repeatable ceremony of welcome, poured from a

height.
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