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SAVING THE
SACRED ARGAN

A holiday to Morocco, an introduction to a renownad North African herbalist and

Ruth Hajioff found herself on a remarkable quest, as Margy Cockburn discovered




ooking at my distinctive golden

baortle of argan ail, I cant decide

whether vo sprinkle it on o my
todtiaro 2alad oF wear some, 1 do borh.
My salad is transtormed by the smokily-
nutty taste of this B0 unsaturated oil,

It nUtFitious (oo, CoOnAnIngE rwWice as
much vitamin E as olive oil plus -L'ighl
other essential r‘.n:«:. acids. Ir's abko
reported 1o belp lower chalesterol, to be
anti=inflammarory and possess powerful
aphrodisiac properties (a rumour
supported by the father ing abilicy of
Muoroccan :|1-:1::||.:-|g|.'|:|:|'ri-|:|!|~.!:.

f'n.""!.' ||.|r||_|\.. nq_'-:_'ul:lﬂ':.' tranimatited |.'-:.'
some serious gardening, practically sigh
with relief as | massage in the oil, Argan
il also contains saponing, known for
their skin-softening properties, and is a
imoisturiser and wrinkle-buster which
has been wied by Berber women for
centuries oo nourish and procect their
hair, skin and nals.

THEREATENED RESOURCE
For the Berber people, the argan tree
(Argania spinesa) is infinitely more than a
cosmetic resource — Berber women rely
on 1t for their ivelihood. Sadly, the tree i3
nowy threatened.

Omnce covering North Africa, its now
only found growing wild in the semi-
desert soil of south-west Morocco, It also
helps to hold back the morthern advance
of the Saharan desert and plays a key part
in protecting the local people and their
way of life

Mo wonder Fuath Hajioff was intrigued

“After 27 vears of marriage and three
children I found myself divorced and
looking for a new direction in life, ['d
suffered from glandular fever and had
been |||,'|]1|,'|,|. |,1':; Traditnonal Chinese
Medicine, which started my interest in
alvernative remedies, | trained to become
a herbalist and acupuncturist so [ could
help others in turn.,

-.I.I,! '\.'i"ail.l,'l.l. r'l'tl:'lﬂlq_'l:'l:'l i | r||.||'||1'|g'l' I.'\r.
mimes and fallen in love with the
simplicity of the place and the hospitality
of its people. And then [ was introduced
to 3 herbalist who invited me to stay
with him and his :l;arl::|||:.'. Fw:ﬂ_,' r|||:-rr|ir||3

for breakfast we would dip bread ineo

Abowe; Rulh Hojioff with
renowned Morccan

Mhisralisl ‘Haj" Akcuwchar, who
st inhoduced her o the
benafits of angan ail.
Opposile page: argan oil
piaduction 8 o I&"Eié-l'ﬂl"ll':'a?r
unmechanised sysham - the
pholos show the anciant ees,
wamen colscling the fuit, and
the nul grinding process

argan o1l and amlou (a paste made with
argan oil and erushed organic almonds
and honey), and he told me abour the
health benefits of argan and how at’s
repulardy prescribed to protect the
heart, liver and gall bladder. T was
determined vo ind out more and went
to the botanical centre at Kew to do
some research.

“That invelved four months of wading
through evervthing that had been
written about this ancient tree — none
of it in English! I realised just how

“By using argan otl yvou can be looking
%L 4 3
after yourself at the same time as you are

looking after the world”
: Ruth Hajioff, Wild Wood Groves

endangered the tree was, how full of
amazing ingredients and how much the
Berber women, who do the work of
harvesting and producing the oil,
depend on .

“Its really me-consuming o
produce; the fruit 1s stripped from the
nuts which are then cracked individually »



p—

A berween two stones o reveal 3 small
kernel, This kernel is then toasted and
gn':u]]d B0 A paste, which s kneaded to
produce a small amount of oil.

“It rakes about two davs work and kg
kernels o produce a single litre of o1l
And |||_:-|:|:::||1t_'| it wasted — the nut shells
are used as kindling and the fruit and the
paste that are left are made into patties

for cartle fowod ™

STEELY DETERMINATION

1% uch, whose small frame and vouthiul
face (proof of the cosmetic properties of
the oil!) hide a steely determination,
admits she has something of an obsession
about preserving the sacred Argan tree,
She has ser abour creating an industry to
help preserve the tree and improve
condinons for the women,

Working with local expert Moulay
Daouwi, Ruth has brought water and
.;'lg'..;]r]-,'i_h_.' tor the heart of the .:\I'F.|I1
region (20 minutes drive east of Agadir)
and set up an ethical made centre that
emplovs local women w ho, in the
absence of state funded welfare for 1l-
healeh and unemployment, are
particularly vulnerable.

Routh has also set up the LK
importing operation Wild Wood Groves.

Her London base s now full of the
heady scents of essential oils that Routh
adds o the ml;!-|m~l--.m| argam to create
I'l-;,"r rﬁ[]!_ﬁ' Illl.xk'rl'l Lalire I"'I."I.h.'l.-["-.

I uch sells the oils (a5 well as amlou
and saffron) through her website and
variows select outles, including a stall i
London's H-l:-nnlgh Market — the foodie
heaven whose selection panel was so
impressed with the oil that Ruth
managed to leapfrog a long waiting list,

Last vear her argan food oil won a
coveted Gold Award for Taste and o wop
it all, the encouraging news 1s that this
vear, for the first time decades, the
decline of the argan tree (now under
UMNESCO protection) has stabilised.

Ruth’s work has been recognised by
her election ta the Foundarion for the
I:I|-;."\-|l_']"|,'.\.:|l:|!.'|'|'| .E]]]Ij I{ﬂ'ﬁl.ll'l.l". !!.IT !h ¢ Al'!.l:'”.
set up by Moroccan King Mohammed
W1, and her eventual aim 15 to set up an
ero-toursm attraction and SpPOISOr
literacy training and child-care for the
emplovee-stakeholders.

“Long-term thinking is a luxury for
P-;mp'lu who are |'-._'.|.--:|1'|.|.|‘-|'g. well off, so |
want to help the Berber women to see
what a treasure they have and to make
ST 1|||,':.' bencfic from 1" W

et el duroedproes, com

Bariner women org 5aan

nere collecting the fruits

Ihat hiove Npened and follen
from fhe crgan freas.

The pulp is removed, fha haed
nut crocked and tha seeds
axirached o grind inlo

fhe precious pasie and ail
The brags” gnoried and Feisied
tunks and branches ang easy
far goats ko climb (see

pOge 58), bul tis Is
discouraged as they can
auickiy devour g cop

“I want to help
the Berber
women o see
what a treasure
they have and to
make sure they
benefit from it”

Futh Hajiof



