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THE BEGINNING

I first met the renowned herbalist Akouchar Haj Lahcen in early 2000. I was 
staying with friends in the beautiful Atlantic port of Essaouira.  A two hour drive 
from the city of Marrakech, it sits in a safe harbour founded by the 
Phoenicians in the 12th century BC, it thrives today as a fishing port and 
relaxed holiday resort. 

I was eating breakfast in the main square one morning, Moulay passed by, we 
share an interest in herbs and had often spoken of the respected practitioner 
who lives near Agadir. This was a chance meeting as Moulay lives in Agadir 
and was taking a break. The Moroccan saying “A chance meeting is worth a 
thousand arrangements” was fulfilled. Over coffee he suggested we go to visit 
Akouchar.  We set off, crammed into a local Mercedes taxi, six passengers 
plus the driver, a very uncomfortable journey. Three hours of winding roads 
passing through spectacular countryside, along a breathtaking coastline, with 
great Atlantic rollers crashing on vast empty beaches. Eventually arriving into 
Inezgane near Agadir I was very relieved to leave the car. I now know that you 
can buy two places in a shared taxi, a much better option. At last I was to 
meet the herbalist I had heard so much about and never been able to visit.

My first impression was of a powerful wizard. His long flowing white robes 
were spectacular, his beard gave gravitas, but his twinkling eyes showed that 
there was inner humour, a red hat, a fez, surmounted all. As a practitioner of 
Chinese Herbal medicine, I am curious to explore and compare the 
knowledge of other lands and cultures. I was meeting the most renowned 
herbalist in Morocco. Akouchar has practiced his art for 45 years, having been 
trained by both his grandfathers. After some preliminary questions, I think to 
establish my knowledge and generally see who I was, I was invited into his 
study, where we drank mint tea, to which he had added a blend of herbs to aid 
digestion and well being.
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We began our discussion on the differences and similarities of our use of 
herbs, there are many parallels. He explained that doctors and medical 
students from Casablanca visit him, and there is an exchange of ideas. 



The teaching hospital there is running a trial with diabetics using one of his 
treatments. 

Haj Akouchar Lahcen  invited me to return and stay at any time, he  later sent 
a letter inviting any member of the Register of Chinese Herbal Medicine who 
would like to meet him and see his establishment.  

In November 2000 I arranged to go back and was warmly welcomed like an 
old family friend by Haj and the entire family. His daughters treated me as a 
sister, taking me out, showing me around, and making sure that I never 
stopped eating their amazing food and home made bread. 

There are 9 children in the family, the youngest being 14, several grand 
children, and Haj’s mother 105 years old at the time. She told me through sign 
language as she only spoke Berber, that she had been very fit until a car 
accident 2 years previously that had fractured her leg. 

 One morning I decided to go out for a walk but no sooner had I got halfway 
down the road when three of his daughters ran after me saying I couldn’t 
possibly go out as I had only eaten early morning milky soup and not a proper 
breakfast.  They took my arms and led me back to eat bread with bowls of 
olive oil, argan oil and amlou, a delicious blend of almonds, argan oil and 
honey. I was excited and amazed to discover that this local secret, argan oil, 
was relatively unheard of at that time and not commercialised. 

The largesse of Moroccans is humbling, but no food is ever wasted. It moves 
down the pecking order and left overs are give to the poor. 

I questioned Haj who explained that he and other herbalists prescribed argan 
oil for a number of reasons, the main one being to protect against heart 
disease and, according to Haj, it is also an aphrodisiac but only for men. 
Argan is known to improve blood viscosity, thinning the blood to reduce the 
tendency to clotting and to improve circulation, it also eases rheumatic joint 
pain. Herbalists recommend external use of the oil to relieve chicken pox, 
eczema, acne and to lessen scarring.  I was curious to find out more about 
this rare substance and where it came from. I learned that the oil is made from 
the seed of an ancient tree that only grows in south west Morocco, mostly in 
the Souss and Essaouira regions. Although the forests once covered North 
Africa, over the centuries climate change has reduced the area and number of 
trees to this unique location, so Morocco alone possess the ‘sacred grove’ of 
the Berbers.

I was hooked and determined to find out more on my next visit. This is where 
the fascination for the argan tree, its multi purpose uses and the community it 
sustains began, and continues to this day.
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Haj Akouchar showed me round his premises - a large shop stacked with 
shelves full of jars of single herbs and his own ready mixed prescriptions in 
bags. He explained to me that there are 4000 Moroccan herbs, all of which he 
has studied, though in practice he uses between 300 and 400.                         

The waiting area of his surgery is packed all day long with people coming 
from all over the country and beyond. They arrive with their relatives and wait 
patiently in small groups until they are ushered into Haj’s inner study. He sits 



behind his large desk piled with herb books and listens intently while each 
patient describes his condition, often with members of their family adding their 
own observations and comments, all the while sipping glasses of the special  
‘Haj house blend’ of herbal Moroccan tea, appropriate to the seasons, more 
cooling in the summer and warming in the winter.

I was introduced to his patients, and invited to join them while he discussed 
their cases, they were all very happy for me to be present. Once he had 
decided on their treatments, one of his assistants would be dispatched, to 
return with a bag full of several packets of herbs, maybe an ointment, and 
some extracts, with instructions on how to take them.

Haj is treated with the utmost respect, almost reverence, nevertheless, he 
always maintains a great sense of humour. He has spent many years learning 
about herbs. At the age of 75 years, he has devised his own formulas for the 
wide range of conditions that he treats. 

I was meant to stay with the family for 3 days, but true to traditional Moroccan 
hospitality, I was not allowed to leave for 5 and left feeling quite emotional. 
The whole family showered me with gifts of Moroccan slippers and traditional 
clothes. Having painted henna designs on my hands and feet, they saw me 
off, making me promise to keep in touch and visit again as soon as possible.   

I returned for several more visits, once with a colleague and friend, Ken Lloyd, 
a former President of the Register of Chinese Herbal Medicine.  We  helped to 
treat some patients, the translations went along the line, from Arabic to French 
to English and back again in reverse. One notable case was a man who had 
lost his sight recently and quite suddenly. We used traditional Chinese 
medicine methods of diagnosis and substituted Moroccan herbs with similar 
actions to the Chinese herbal formula we would have used. We also treated 
him with acupuncture. Within two days he had rushed back to say his sight 
had started to return.

Four important looking men arrived and were ushered into Haj’s inner 
sanctum. He emerged beaming and explained that these men were advisors 
to His Majesty the King of Morocco. He had been selected as a respected 
traditional herbalist to have his work filmed. Haj asked us to come back at 
5pm to be in the video interview with him and to talk of our impressions.     
This was to be presented to the King of Morocco. We explained that the 
practices of traditional Chinese medicine and Moroccan herbal medicine are 
similar in that they both treat the whole person as well as their condition. 

The herbs Akouchar uses are particularly high quality as  he owns his own 
organic herb farm.

I also spoke of my wish to take argan to Europe and beyond and was told 
afterwards that his Majesty had been pleased that I was taking such an 
interest in their culture. He graciously allowed parts of the film to be shown on 
Moroccan television during a documentary on herbalism. I had no idea this 
was to happen until I received a call from Moulay to say that they had seen it 
on TV.



I really wanted to know more about the composition and properties of argan 
oil and this time took some back to England. I began my journey of discovery. 
First making enquiries with my local authorities, as I had no idea where to get 
this done. I was advised to visit the Public Analyst who was a complete mine 
of information on rules and regulations regarding packaging and labelling. I 
gave him my bottle of argan oil to have a full composition analysis carried out. 
 

My next goal was to find information on the argan tree; books were impossible 
to locate in the UK; it seemed that very little if anything had been written in 
English. Then I remembered  Dr. Christine Leon, a botanist working at Kew. 
We had met when she spoke at the Register of Chinese Herbal Medicine 
AGM at Kew. She was conducting a Chinese herb project being carried out 
there and I decided to get in touch with her to see if she could help.  Dr. Leon 
did suggest some books but they were all in French and proved difficult to 
source. I called her and told her this and shortly afterwards Dr. Leon rang 
back and said that believe it or not a colleague, Dr. Mark Nesbitt, had an 
interest in the argan tree and had been going through the references in the 
Kew library. Wonderful! I was invited to the Centre of Economic Botany at Kew 
Gardens to be introduced to him and the other botanists there.

After a fascinating day of research with Dr. Mark Nesbitt, I was completely 
hooked and captivated by this remarkable tree, known locally as the Tree of 
Life, that has survived all challenges through aeons of time.  Dr. Mark Nesbitt 
and the other botanists explained that there was grave concern for the future 
of this endangered tree, the forests of which have halved in area and density 
during the last 150 years.  They suggested that I create a market for argan oil 
in the UK explaining that providing employment producing the oil, which is 
made from the seeds, would engender income and thus encourage protection 
of the argan tree which had become endangered due to overuse of the wood 
and a steady natural decline.  Argan wood is extremely dense, and known as 
Iron Wood. In the past it has been prized as a slow burning charcoal, for use 
in buildings and to make ploughs. This is now forbidden, as it has UNESCO 
protection and much work is being undertaken to slow the decline.

Having no idea how I would tackle this enormous task, but never one to resist 
a challenge I said I would do my best. Dr. Nesbitt told me of an International 
fine food market at Borough in London that at that time had only been open 
for a year or two. I had not heard of it but he assured me that top chefs and 
cookery writers would visit on Saturdays to search for new ingredients so this 
would be the ideal place to introduce argan oil. I wasn’t too sure about being a 
market trader at first but applied and was thrilled to be accepted at their 
monthly tasting above a long waiting list. 

Dr. Mark Nesbitt later invited me to co-author an article for the Kew magazine 
PPC67 in response to an article in PPC 65 by Andrew Dalby.  

After I contacted the Food Standards Agency to learn about regulations, I was 
sent pages and pages to study, it was quite a daunting task. I spent several 
months on ground work and translating information and research into English. 



My next visit was to Rabat in the north of Morocco to the Ministry of 
Agriculture to find out more. They explained that argan is not cultivated but 
wild, so falls under the remit of the Department of Water and Forests. There I 
met Mohamed Benziane who has extensively researched and written about 
the argan tree and its related environmental issues. He helped me with many 
contacts and good advice and now as Director of Research at the Forestry 
Commission remains a source of vital information to this day.

He introduced me to Professor Katim Alaoui a Professor of Pharmacology at 
the Faculty of Medicine in Rabat who has carried out research projects into 
argan including a study on the wound healing properties of argan press cake 
(the remains of the seed pulp after oil extraction). Prof Alaoui is also Director 
General of the Mohammed VI Foundation for Research and Protection of the 
Argan tree.

In the south at Ait MelloulI I visited the Institute of Agricultural Research where 
they are studying the different types of argan trees and growing seedlings in a 
reserve to see which produce more oil or resist drought etc. There I met 
Professor Kenny who spoke perfect English as he had studied in Wales.



BACK HOME

After four months of researching and writing, the easy part for me, I realised it 
was about time to start trying to sell the oil, sourcing and designing bottles 
and labels. This was the hard bit as I had no business or commercial 
experience. I contacted buyers of specialist food shops and owners of 
restaurants, sending out samples.

This was the beginning of my argan journey. When the composition analysis 
arrived some time later I was amazed that not only did it taste delicious but 
that it had some remarkable health properties. These appeared to correspond 
to the uses Haj had shown me in the Moroccan Materia Medica which had 
been written long ago. I had brought some oil back with me and armed with 
this new knowledge set about testing the market. I put some free samples in 
local health food shops to see what people thought of it. This was difficult 
initially as the taste was found unusual and quite strange; it was almost 
impossible to get any shops to buy it. Of course argan oil had been previously 
unheard of and I reminded myself that many years ago even olive oil had 
been relatively unknown in the UK. I persevered and by offering bread and oil 
tasters at Borough Market interest gradually grew, articles were written and 
orders started to come from specialist food shops in London.

I really enjoyed my eight years at Borough, the friendliness of the other 
traders and chatting with the regular customers. In the end it got too much for 
me being out in all weathers, but I still miss those days.At this point I realised 
that in order for argan oil to be sold commercially it would have to be cold-
pressed. The bottle I had analysed had been hand made using the traditional 
quern, a stone mill which grinds the seeds. 
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This method can not be completed without adding small amounts of warm 
water during the kneading of the seed pulp to help release the oil. This greatly 
reduces the shelf life to only several months, while cold pressed oil with no 
water content would keep well over two years.

While there was a co-operative I ordered oil from initially, I decided that the 
only way to have complete control of the quality of the fruit and seeds was to 
set up my own production centre.

I had already established a company with Moulay who had introduced me to 
the herbalist. He was born and bred in the region and knew everything there 
was to know about argan oil.    

We started on the long road applying for planning permission to build on a 
piece of land that Moulay owned in the heart of the Souss region. Our journey 
was fraught with obstacles and delays but finally we could start building. 
There was no water or electricity supply to the land at the time and we 
arranged and paid for it all to be installed, leaving a tap outside for local 
people to use. 

My next task was to find out all about cold pressing machines. I found one 
that was state of the art in Germany and went for a day trip to see how it 
worked.

It was duly ordered, paid for and shipped to Morocco.

I visited the Governor and head of Social Development for Inezgane province 
for help and advice,  trying to get some funding to create a tourist attraction 
where we could show production methods with information on local plants and 
wild life. I had hoped to introduce a crèche and literacy training for the women 
who would work for us. 



Much to my disappointment I didn’t get anywhere with this, I was ahead of my 
time and since then thankfully there is much more understanding of this vital 
ecology. 

I set about finding local women to make the oil. There is a great sense of 
camaraderie among them, as having come from an oral tradition they talk and 
tell stories to each other while they sit cracking the hard argan nuts, cleaning 
the seeds of chaff and toasting them.
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The seeds are then put through the cold press and the oil is produced, packed 
and shipped to me in London, nothing being as straightforward as it sounds, 
but it arrives. Moulay oversees these operations for me when I am not in 
Morocco.

We now source our fruit mainly in the Essaouira region and I have spent 
many fascinating days meeting landowners with argan trees and learning 
about the different types and qualities of argan fruit. 

Mohammed Benziane travelled from Rabat to visit me in Essaouira. We set off 
by car with one of his oldest colleagues. They had both been Forestry guards 
in Essaouira province when they left University. They showed me the huts 
they had lived in while surveying and protecting the trees of the region. We 
were going to visit friends that they had not seen for years. The countryside 
was beautiful and thanks to more rain than usual the almond trees were in 
blossom early, their pink clouds settling in the folds of the landscape.  The 
weather inland is considerably hotter than on the coast. In the springtime after 
the rains yellow broom, asphodel and white rock roses grow in profusion.

On our first stop they introduced me to an important man in the country who 
lived in a casbah with his extended family, livestock and camels. He keeps 



bees, produces incredible wild honey and grows his own almonds and 
walnuts. We were invited to lunch, which arrived one course after the other 
first roast chickens, then an enormous couscous followed by a beef and prune 
tagine, it was like a medieval feast. Last of all we were presented with dishes 
piled high with almonds, walnuts, raisins and fresh fruit and an enormous 
honeycomb dripping with dark honey. Later he told me me he was 103 and 
did a little dance to show how fit he was. 

In the afternoon we went to tea with a man of 112 who had been the Mayor of 
his town for over 50 years, though he had a heart problem he lived another 
few months. He told me his staples had been argan oil, his own wild honey 
and country meat and vegetables. Again we were greeted with large bowls of 
almonds, wild honey, butter and virgin oils. The large flat breads were freshly 
baked for us while we waited.

On another visit while with friends I was introduced to two brothers who live in 
another Casbah that had belonged to their father. They have lovingly restored 
it to its former glory and started a project making delicious sheep’ and goat’s 
milk cheese which they now supply to hotels and restaurants all over 
Morocco. On their land they cultivate organic vegetables and tend their 
animals. After several experiments in soap production they now make all our 
hand made soaps using 30% argan oil in moulds I sourced in the UK. 

I will always treasure the memories of this magical adventure and while there 
have been many challenges and obstacles along the way too numerous to 
mention, I would not change it for anything.  



ARGAN OIL

Argan oil is probably the most rare oil in the world, which makes it expensive 
to obtain the real thing. It is labour intensive and time consuming to prepare, 
more than two days work are needed to produce a single litre.

For centuries Berber women have used it to nourish their hair, skin and nails 
and they do have good skin despite the climate they live in. its anti-ageing 
qualities have been well documented, high levels of vitamin E and other anti-
oxidant properties contribute to the neutralisation of free-radicals and protect 
the skin from the ravages of time sun and wind.

As a food, this oil has many health benefits, being 80% unsaturated and with 
double the vitamin E of olive oil it has a high resistance to oxidation. 
Traditionally it is used to protect the heart, liver and gall-bladder. Containing 
plant sterols regular consumption can lower cholesterol. High levels of 
essential fatty acids help maintain cellular integrity and protect from a number 
of degenerative diseases. The oil has sustained the Berber community of 
south-west Morocco and their livestock for hundreds of years. The tree, 
believed to date back to the Tertiary period, once covered North Africa  but 
has now dwindled to an area of 800.000 hectares in south west Morocco. The 
fruit can vary in shape from round to oval or drop shaped and is about the size 
of a damson or large olive. It starts off green then turns to yellow as the 
summer progresses.

By the time it is ready to fall to the ground the fruit has dried to a dark reddish 
brown colour; it cannot be picked from the trees due to 1cm long thorns, sharp 
enough to repel all invaders except the hardy goats that love to scale the 
trees and eat the fruit.
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Animals are forbidden to graze on the common land where the trees grow for 
the three months leading up to the harvest time. Camels are brought from the 
Sahara to feast on the fruit and leaves even though it is forbidden.  Failure to 
comply with these rules can lead to heavy fines for the owners of the 
scavengers. Traditionally as all trees on common land fall under the protection 
of the Forestry Commission it is forbidden to gather the fruit till the harvest is 
announced. This is enforced by the Forestry Wardens who also decide when 
it is time to allow the fruit to be gathered.  

At this time a Moussem or festival is announced, normally in late July,  at the 
local markets, often for a Thursday. After which, gathering is allowed  on the 
following day.  This is to give all those families who have hereditary gathering 
rights on common land a fair chance to access their fruit on the same day. 
Areas of gathering rights are not delineated by fences but by small piles of 
graduated stones used as markers at the boundaries of their plots. Often 
sacking material is spread under the trees to facilitate collection. 
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The women and children collect the fruit and put it into large baskets. Each 
tree yields approx 8kg of fruit.
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Before storage the fruit are left in the sun in thin layers to dry.
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The fruit is then put into sacks which can be stored in the right conditions for a 
number of years to be sold as fruit or seeds as and when they needed. 

The crop is money in the bank. Traditionally the eldest son is responsible for 
sharing the argan fruit among family members. Argan is seen a gift of nature; 
it is not tended or cultivated in any way. It exists on little rainfall and continues 
to nourish the people and their animals. Nothing is wasted. The dark outer 
fruit is rich in tannins making it inedible for humans but its rich protein and 
glucose levels make it an ideal feed for goats, sheep and cows. In the past 
Moroccan Jews distilled Mahia, an alcoholic spirit, from the fruit; made 
possible by the its high glucose levels. Inside the fruit are the nuts, which can 
be 2-3mm thick. The shells that remain after cracking can be used as kindling. 
Each nut contains one or sometimes a few smaller seeds the size of an 
apricot kernel. Seeds after cracking are sold by volume not weight and 
measured out in a steel measure shaped like a bucket called an aabra which 
holds approx 12kg of seeds. The aabra was formerly made of wood and there 
is also a quarter measure called a raba holding about 3kg, enough for those 
who just want to make a litre or so for their day to day needs.



Moulay inspecting seeds in a market
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- he taught me that if you cup argan seeds in your hand, closing the other 
hand over the top you can tell by smelling them if they have been processed 
by goat. These seeds are of inferior quality and give the oil a rank odour.

I have visited several Berber homes, the buildings are low and simply built 
with shuttered windows without glass. Often there is a colourful flower bed 
lovingly tended and watered. Rooms are multi - purpose with bedding being 
brought out at night. Areas are set aside for the animals, this is a truly rural 
community which has hardly changed over the centuries. One thing in 
common is the welcome, which is always warm with tea and home made flat 
bread to dip in clarified butter, argan and olive oils and honey. After talking 
with translators to many people in different regions I managed to find out more 
about the Berbers and their customs.



BERBERS AND THEIR CUSTOMS

The Berbers are the original population of Morocco dating back 5000 years. 
They are discreet in their dress, the women keeping their arms and shoulders 
covered; they wear several layers according to the weather with long skirts 
over leggings or trousers, which are usually very colourful as are their 
headscarves. The women from further south and the Sahara region dress in 
layered sari like outfits of many hues. There are three groups of Berbers each 
with their own dialect. In the past these were only spoken but in the last four 
years an alphabet has been created and Berber is now one of the official 
languages of Morocco.

The women weave cloth and make carpets and there are traditional designs 
of cross stitch embroidery that vary according to the region. These pieces of 
embroidered white cloth can often be seen being used by the women to tie 
their babies onto their backs.

Their marriage ceremonies usually take place in the summer. They are 
simple, colourful and lively, with local groups playing music on home -made 
instruments. Friends and relatives come from far and wide to share their joy 
and wish the bride and groom a peaceful and happy life filled with love. When 
a child is born the first words it will hear is the call to prayer. A week later the 
baby’s head is shaved and a goat is sacrificed to celebrate a new life. New 
mothers massage their bellies with argan oil to help restore the skins elasticity 
and reduce stretch marks .Often argan nuts are pierced with a needle 
threaded on to a cord which is worn as a necklet by adults and children to 
ward off the evil eye. An ancient custom in the region of Essaouira is to 
prepare T’gharghira – the oil is warmed and infused with lavender flowers, 
cloves of garlic and thyme leaves. This mixture is strained and new born 
babies are given a teaspoonful every morning for their first forty days. 
Believed to protect the new born from diseases and enhance their immune 
system, it is said that after taking this remedy a baby will sleep the whole 
morning allowing the mother to go about her chores and the preparation of the 
midday meal . Of course if she has help with these tasks she may prefer to 
give the remedy at night to ensure a good night’s sleep for one and all.

Another custom from the Haha region still in use today in Berber villages is 
called Al Maarouf and is a women only event. This takes place when there 
has been no rainfall and the villagers fear for the future of their children, 
livestock and land, all of which depend on water for survival. The women sit 
outside on their colourful hand woven Kilim carpets and prepare a dish called 
Dshisha - they boil semolina with water adding argan oil till it forms a paste. 
Then they spread this out on a large couscous plate called a Gassaa making 
a well in the centre which they fill with argan oil. Sitting around the dish the 
women shape small balls of this paste dipping them in the argan oil in the 



centre and eat them while drinking cups of mint tea. When they have eaten 
they start to pray for the rain needed to yield a good harvest in order to 
nourish their families. They pray also for a year of peace and tolerance.

According to Jean Leon l’Africain or Leo Africanus, who named Africa, there 
was a dish he had come across in the Souss region after his discovery of 
argan oil in 1514-1515 called asida or tagulla in Berber. His description 
follows – water is boiled in a pot then barley meal thrown in. This is stirred 
with a stick till cooked. The mixture is spread on a plate and a dip is made in 
the centre which is filled with argan oil. This was seen as a staple ritual meal 
and may well be the origin of Dshisha as made to this day. Another 
observation was made by Lieutenant Jordan in 1935: “The oil is turned into a 
pot and saved to season couscous with vegetables. The women prepare 
Ibsis, boiled barley meal, sugar and oil. This is to be shared by all those 
present while they wish each other a good harvest. If there is any meat the 
women prepare a tagine with argan oil. Any surplus is given to the men to sell 
in the souk so they can buy products needed at home which they give to their 
wives”

�

Argan oil and Amlou being sold in the country
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Honey seller by the roadside

Most regional souks take place weekly, often named after the day on which 
they are held. They are generally frequented by men from the surrounding 
area who get up very early often travelling by donkey.  A walled area is set 
aside as a ‘donkey park’. They buy and sell their wares such as wool or 
sheepskins, rugs, argan oil, argan seeds or whole argan fruit. Many sell 
livestock, commonly sheep and sometimes camels.

�



I visited a Sunday souk in the country where baby camels were on sale 
surrounded by mountains of colourful plastic kitchen utensils and containers.

The grunting and roaring of all the camels was unforgettable and as their new 
owners led them away we found ourselves stuck in a car in the midst of a 
camel jam all protesting and trying to move in all directions.

A treasured memory indeed.

When the family needs more oil, or when they need money and want to sell 
the seeds at the local market the women get together to crack the nuts.  This 
is a task that may be undertaken in the afternoons when they have some 
spare time after preparing and eating lunch.  First they strip the fruit, then the 
nuts are cracked along the seam between a stone and a stone anvil.

�

This task in itself is both  time- consuming and laborious; the nuts are very 
hard and can be 2-3mm thick; it can take up to 10 hours to crack enough nuts 
in order to obtain the seeds to make a single litre. It is also quite hard on the 
thumbs and the women can often be seen with bandaged hands. The fruit 
removed from outside the nuts is fed to goats and cattle, its health giving 
properties greatly contributing to the quality of their meat. 

Sometimes, though rarely nowadays the whole fruit are given to goats to eat. 
The indigestible nuts are excreted from the other end and then cracked to 
make oil. The acid in the goats digestive tract makes the nut easier to crack 
but gives the resulting oil an unpleasant and rank odour indicating that the 
fermentation and oxidation process has begun. It may well be that the early 
writers came across argan oil prepared in this way and this is how it gained a 
reputation for having an unpleasant odour. 



The seeds are cleaned of chaff and lightly toasted ie gently stirred so they do 
not burn in a wok like pan giving off a very pleasant aroma. Formerly the 
seeds were toasted on an earthenware or stone plate. They are then spread 
out to cool.  

�

Stages of extracting and toasting the seeds

It is this process that gives  the oil its slightly smoky, rich nutty flavour whilst 
removing the bitter taste of the seeds, making it possible to grind them in a 
stone quern in the traditional way. When they are cool they are milled and 
stick together like toasted ground almonds, warm water is added a few drops 
at a time to this oily dough like mass while it is being kneaded to release a 
small amount of oil.  The yield is very low at approx 3% of the original weight 
of fruit ie 3 litres per 100kg of fruit with the press cake containing 20% oil. In 
all, with the stripping of fruit, cracking of the nuts and the rest of the work it 
takes two days at least to produce a single litre.

The remaining dough or press cake is formed into patties called Zagmona and 
is fed to cattle, providing them with a diet rich in essential fatty acids and a 
much appreciated richness in their milk. This source of nutrition is highly 
sought after and can be found on sale in Berber souks. This paste mixed with 
warm water until it lathers makes an excellent natural soap to treat problem 
skin.

The nut shells, which can burn for aprox 30 mins are used as kindling, either 
to start a charcoal burner called a mejjma, to cook the family tagine, or to fuel 
a traditional clay bread oven and bake flat bread in its interior.
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Many country homes have one of these hollow dome shaped bread ovens 
with a hole at the front.  Home-made bread dough, formed into balls that are 
flattened into a circle the size of a plate are thrown at the insides of the oven 
and caught as they drop off when cooked. The resulting bread, which is a bit 
like pitta bread is often used to dip into bowls of amlou (argan oil blended with 
nuts), argan oil or olive oil, home-made country butter called zbda beldi or 
lben – soured milk. The oil can be mixed with honey. This is eaten at breakfast 
or tea time. Bread is also used to mop up the juices and pick up pieces of 
meat and vegetables from a tagine. The food is always placed in the centre  
for a family meal with everyone eating from the same dish.

 Oil which is produced for the commercial market differs in that the last stage 
when the seeds are milled in a stone quern is omitted. The toasted seeds are 
passed through a cold press to produce extra-virgin oil with no added water 
and a higher yield of oil. All the initial stages of stripping the fruit, cracking the 
nuts, then cleaning off the chaff and toasting the seeds are carried out by 
women in the traditional way. This ensures that customs are maintained and 
that the Berber women can still make a living from their natural resource. This 
is a distinct advantage as it greatly increases the keeping properties  from a 
few months to over 2 years as there is no longer a water content which 
encourages oxidation and rancidity of the oil after a relatively short time. 

In recent years and with EU and Moroccan Government funding many argan 
co-operatives have been set up all over the  region. The idea being that rather 
than just selling seeds cracked at home for a lower price a group of women 
bring their own fruit to their local co-op where they crack and toast the seeds 
and produce the oil using equipment bought from their funding. In this way 
they can increase the value of their stock by working all the stages to point of 
sale and achieve a higher quality product, which is necessary in order to 



compete in a commercial market. They also benefit from funding for marketing 
and shared web-sites. Generally it is best to buy your argan oil from such a 
place as it will be sold in sealed bottles with an expiry date.

This support and encouragement means that this unique forest is not only 
flourishing but expanding which is an enormous achievement Argan oil 
produced by traditional methods has been consumed as a staple in the region 
since time immemorial. When times were hard and money was short, or 
during a drought when there was little produce, stored argan fruit could be 
turned into a nourishing food to be eaten simply with bread.  At the same time 
the fruit and seed pulp left after making oil provided nourishment to sustain 
livestock and thus provide the families with fresh wholesome meat. 

The oil was also applied to the hair skin and nails as a nourishing and 
moisturising treatment. Babies are massaged with it and locals in the Souss 
region say that it acts as an insect repellent. A baby can be left to sleep 
without clothes in hot weather and stay safe from bites.  Legend also has it 
that the men of the region maintain their ability to father children until a ripe 
old age due to a lifetimes’ consumption.

The health-giving properties of this oil were documented by Ibn al Baytar, a 
physician renowned in his time who stated in his Treatise of Simples in 1219 
that it was useful to cure earache. El Bekri in the XIth century stated that 
argan oil is a diuretic. Second pressing oil was also originally used to fuel 
lamps though this custom is now obsolete.

“Argan oil is traditionally prescribed as a choleretic, hepatoprotective agent 
and in the case of hypercholesterolaemia and atherosclerosis”  ref: Journal of 
Ethno-pharmacology 67 (1999)7-14 Charrouf Z Guillaumeand D



HISTORY

As I have written, the argan tree was mentioned by Leo Africanus the great 
explorer who travelled the continent in the 1500’s and who gave Africa its 
name. It is believed to have grown in Southern Europe as well as North Africa 
even as far as the Canaries and Madeira, an area known as the Macronesian 
belt. 

Georg Holst in his book ‘Voyages a Marrakech et a Fez Durant les Annees 
1760-1768’ wrote: “ The Argan is a kind of olive from which the Moors extract 
an oil which they eat especially with fried fish and export to Europe.”   

 Linneas, who classified many plant species in the 18th century  believed it 
had originated in Sicily. A fossilised tree dating from the Miocene period 
closely resembling the structure of an argan was found in Sardinia in the 
1960’s. Seemingly the argan was cultivated in Holland in 1697 and a 
specimen brought to England by Lady Beaufort for her estate at Badminton. 
W.J. Hooker, the first Director of the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew from 1841 
introduced the argan to Kew and sent seedlings to British colonies to be 
grown. Small plants could be bought in London for five shillings at the time. A 
specimen flourished for years against a wall at Kew, most probably the one 
grown by Hooker, until a particularly freezing winter proved fatal. 

 Argan wood, known as Moroccan Iron Wood was in the past greatly prized in 
carpentry due to its density and strength. Thankfully today the rarity of this 
magical Tree of Life has been recognised and since 1999 the argan tree has 
been protected by UNESCO as a Biosphere Heritage. This means is that it is 
forbidden to cut them down, damage or prune them or use the wood. Only 
deadwood may be gathered in a quantity that can be carried by one person or 
animal to be used as charcoal. Where there are areas of dead trees the 
Forestry guards will cut them down and leave the wood to dry. This can then 
be turned into charcoal and sold. These cleared areas are fenced off for 10 
years to allow new argan shoots to grow from fallen fruit without the 
disturbance of footfall or grazing animals. 

Some trees are believed to be sacred and are protected. They cannot be 
trimmed nor can fallen branches be collected. The fruit is not to be used and 
is left where it falls. No-one remembers how far this dates back but as the tree 
can live more than 200 years this is not surprising. One example is found in 
the Souss region, a very old tree with enormous twisted roots that curve up 
above the ground with large stones from the ground pulled up into the root 
system. Local custom is that when a baby cries too much, earth is dug away 
from under a large root and the baby is passed through the space under the 
root after which they sleep really well!



This tree that was shown to me by Moulay is only 200 metres from our 
production centre. I was thrilled to hear about it and also to learn that no-one 
knows how far back these customs date. I had hoped to make it one of the 
attractions.

�

�  



THE ARGAN TREE

My research confirmed what I had heard. The argan tree Argania Spinosa (or 
Sideroxylin) is truly fascinating and unique. 

Growing in profusion in S.W. Morocco it is known there as the tree of life

It sustains the local population and their livestock in times of drought.

Belonging to the tropical and sub tropical order of Ebenales in the Sapotacea 
family, believed to date back to the Tertiary period, Argan trees once covered 
North Africa, parts of Southern Europe and the Canary Islands, known as the 
Macronesian Belt. However they now grow in an area of 820,000 hectares in 
the whole of the Kingdom of Morocco. These trees are now so precious the 
argan groves are protected by UNESCO. and are beginning to flourish again.

�

The tree grows wild in arid alkaline (calcareous) soil in semi-desert conditions. 
It represents 70% of the tree population of its region and plays an essential 
ecological function in that it protects the soil against heavy rain and wind 
induced erosion. It provides shade, while its roots bind the soil helping to 
protect against further desertification and the northern advance of the Sahara. 
It absorbs carbon dioxide and protects the environment. The main areas of 
forestation extend from the north east of Essaouira to the Souss valley south 
and east of Agadir. 



The foliage is perennial except during periods of extreme drought or in some 
very dry areas. During times of low rainfall, less than 150mm pa, the argan 
has the ability to lie dormant, shedding its leaves and regenerating when the 
rains come. It can also survive temperatures of more than 50°C and as low as 
0-3C, as long as these are for limited periods. The main roots stretch far down 
to the water table drawing nourishment from there whilst a superficial root 
system known as ‘tivotante’ absorbs surface water from any rain showers or 
condensation from the leaves. The canopy of shade provided by the leaves 
encourages an eco-system of insects and wild life which in turn helps seeds 
to germinate in fallen leaves and twigs, although these are often  eaten  by 
goats., and sheep.

The first mentions of the argan began with the Arab scholars Ali-Ibn 
Rodhouan, El Beckri and El Idrissi in the 10-12C respectively as “this small 
yellow gland”. In 1219 the celebrated Egyptian physician Ibn-Al-Baytar in his 
work ”The Treatise of Simples” described the argan as “a tall spiny tree 
yielding a fruit the size of an almond containing a nut which is collected and 
treated to extract an oil to be used in the preparation of food”   

 An early account of the Argan was by the explorer Leo Africanus or Jean 
Leon l’Africain, who I have already mentioned. A Moroccan who was born in 
Granada, he subsequently fled and sought refuge with his family in Fez after 
Granada was captured in 1492 during the Spanish Inquisition. In 1515 during 
a visit to the Souss region in the south of Morocco, he wrote of the spiny trees 
that produced a fruit the size of the olives in Spain. “Unto their Argans (for so 
they call a kind of olive which they have) they put nuts out of which two 
simples they express a very bitter oil, using it for a sauce to some of their 
meats and pouring it into their lamps.” (Hooker & Ball 1878) from the book  
The Argan: Multipurpose tree of Morocco by Huw D.V.Prendergast and Colin 
C. Walker.  

In 1737 Carolus Linnaeus the great Swedish botanist named the argan as 
Hortus cliffortianus under the name Sideroxylon spinosum L however this was 
more correctly changed to Argania by Rocmer & Schultes in 1819 

Joseph Hooker, the botanist, plant explorer and son of W. J Hooker wrote with 
John Ball of Arganis Spinosa “this tree is rightly regarded as the most 
interesting vegetable product of Morocco, being confined to that empire and to 
a very circumscribed area of it, belonging to an almost exclusively tropical 
family, yielding a most important article of diet to the inhabitants and a wood 
that for hardness and durability rivals any hitherto described” ( Hooker & Ball 
1878) from The Argan: Multipurpose tree of Morocco by Huw 
D.V.Prendergast. and Colin C. Walker  

Hooker is also credited with sending argan seeds to the colonies in an attempt 
to cultivate them there.

According to Biondi writing in 1981 the fossilised tree found in Sardinia dating 
from the Tertiary period was identified as a type of Arganioxylon and the 
similarities with the Argan are significant. This demonstrates that the 
Sapotacea family existed in farther flung regions than those of today and that 



changes and decline were most likely due to climate change and the onset of 
the Quaternary period.  In recent years the remaining forest has been 
declining at a rate of 50-60,000 hectares per year for a number of reasons. 
Clambering goats damage the trees and break the branches while camels 
munching and cropping the tops of them stunt their growth. Climate change 
carries its own destructive influence as does the effect of man using the wood. 
In the past the wood was used to make ploughs, tools and for joists in 
building. During Europe’s post war fuel crisis in the 1950’s stocks were 
decimated as trees were cut down to provide fuel for Europe as, being so 
dense, its’ charcoal is very slow burning. 

 Measures have been put in place to protect this rare and endangered species 
and in 1999 the argan groves were listed as a UNESCO Biosphere Heritage. 
They are now under the protection of and owned by the Department of Water 
and Forests and it is forbidden to cut them down or use their wood or bark. 
Only dead wood may be gathered and this limited to the quantity that can be 
carried by one human being or by a donkey.

In the past few years the enormous efforts to save the argan have paid off. 
Reserves where seedlings are protected by fencing have finally halted the 
annual decline, leading to no losses for the past 3-4 years and Benziane has 
informed me that the forest area is beginning to expand.

Previously it was virtually impossible to cultivate this wild tree, most attempts 
failed with only a tiny percentage succeeding. Research is also under way to 
see which of the eight species and over 20 sub-species have greater 
resistance to drought, pests or which yield the highest amount of oil.

Argan trees resemble olive trees, but on closer inspection they can be seen to 
sport sharp thorns one cm long and small oval leaves. The hermaphrodite 
flowers form a tiny bell comprised of five white sepals. These flowers 
generally come out in the Spring, with the fruits maturing from green to yellow 
between May and September. They can be oval or round depending on the 
variety of the tree or the region. 
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Sometimes there are ripe and unripe fruits on the tree at the same time.  

By the time they fall to the ground in late summer the fruit or pericarp has 
dried to a dark brown colour. These are gathered by hand  and the laborious 
work of stripping the fruit and cracking the nuts begins. The nuts are very hard 
2-3mm thick containing one to three seeds the size of small apricot kernels 
from which the oil is produced.

The spines do not prevent hardy goats from climbing to the topmost branches 
to devour them, so much so, that the argan groves were known as tree 
meadows. However, nowadays goats and camels are kept out by forestry 
wardens and their owners are fined if they stray!

 The trees can have a single trunk and grow to a height of 10 metres, or many 
shoots can create twisted thickened stems that grow into a short shrub like 
tree, looking a bit like an old wisteria. They can  often be seen precariously 
growing out of the side of cliffs and rocky outcrops. The argan yields the most 
fruit after 50-60 years surviving for 250-300 years, making the Argan Groves a 
valuable inheritance for future generations.

 We believe that providing a fair income from producing argan oil from the 
seeds also encourages protection of the tree. For this reason our logo has 
been designed using the argan tree as its central focus and our hope is that 
future generations will be able to support themselves from their unique 
heritage. 

There is an argan tree in zone 24 of the temperate house at Kew, visit: 
www.rbgkew.org.uk for more information 

http://www.rbgkew.org.uk/


The tree information has been written in collaboration with Mohamed 
Benziane, an expert and international lecturer on the argan tree and it’s 
environment. 



ARGAN OIL AS A FOOD

Argan oil has a distinctive rich smoky and nutty aroma. Always eaten raw to 
preserve its health benefits, it is delicious simply as a dip for freshly baked 
bread. 

A little can be added to cooked dishes as a dressing oil giving a delightful 
finishing touch. Try it sprinkled on roasted vegetables or grilled peppers or 
drizzled onto grilled goats’ cheese. In Morocco it is often used on tomato 
salad or chopped tomato and pepper salad. Delicious too stirred into 
couscous or mixed into yoghourt with honey.  Argan is good on green salad, 
rocket or radiccio and makes an interesting change from olive oil when stirred 
into pasta or swirled into soup. As a healthy start to the day try argan oil or 
amlou, in oatmeal porridge or blended into a yoghurt and fruit smoothie :-

Blend a banana, fresh strawberries, apricots or any soft fruit with natural 
yoghurt. Add honey to taste and 1-2 teaspoons of argan oil per person for a 
delicious breakfast.

AMLOU is often prepared for guests as a treat. Argan oil is blended with 
milled toasted almonds and honey and served as a dip to be eaten with 
bread. Sometimes peanuts and sugar are substituted to cut costs. For 
breakfast if made with almonds and honey it makes a truly healthy start to the 
day. Almonds and argan oil combine synergistically to protect the heart. Try it 
on a heavy seedy bread for a snack rich in essential fatty acids, or spread 
onto slices of banana or poured over ice cream.



RECIPES

This recipe is from Claudia Roden’s  Book of Jewish Food:-

Orange Salad with Olives
This famous Moroccan salad is best made with slightly sour or bitter oranges 
–though sweet ones will do – and the rare argan oil, which the Jews of 
Essaouira traditionally use, gives the oranges a distinctive taste.

Ingredients
4 oranges
The juice of half to one lemon or 2-3 tablespoons wine vinegar
3 tablespoons argan oil
3 garlic cloves, crushed or finely chopped
Salt
A handful of black olives
1 teaspoon paprika
Pinch of cayenne or chilli powder (optional)

Preparation
Peel the oranges, removing the pith.  Cut them into slices & then into pieces. 
Dress with a mixture of lemon juice, oil, garlic and salt and add the olives. 
Serve sprinkled with cumin , paprika and cayenne.

TOMATO & PEPPER SALAD

Ingredients
3 round peppers, preferably red
4 ripe but firm tomatoes
1 small red onion, finely chopped
A little finely chopped parsley or coriander
Argan oil and fresh lemon or lime juice to taste

Preparation
Grill the peppers till the skins are blackened, then wrap in a cloth to cool.
Plunge the tomatoes in a bowl of boiling water for 1 minute, then peel, de-
seed and chop.

Peel and de-seed the peppers and cut into strips. Place in a bowl with the 
chopped tomatoes, onions and parsley. Dress with the argan oil, fresh lime or 
lemon, add salt and pepper to taste. Mix well and allow the flavours to blend 
in the fridge till ready to serve.



BROAD BEAN SOUP

Ingredients
500gm dried broad beans, soaked and skinned (or 1kg fresh broad beans 
cook for 1 hour only)
6 cloves of garlic
A chopped onion
Salt, paprika, cumin
Argan oil

Preparation
Rinse the beans and put in a pot with the garlic. Add 1.5 litres of water then 
cover and simmer for up to 2 hours. Remove the lid and mash the beans. Add 
salt, pepper or cayenne, paprika and cumin and simmer for another 10 mins. 
Pour into bowls, swirl argan oil over the top and sprinkle with chopped flat leaf 
parsley. Serve with crusty fresh bread.

 



ARGAN OIL FOR SKIN CARE

The invention of the mechanical seed press means that a new product of the 
argan tree has come into being. Argan seeds can now be pressed without 
toasting,  yielding an oil with very little aroma but with a lot of sediment that 
needs to be filtered out. Some purists prefer to consume this as a food as 
none of the essential fatty acid or vitamin E content is diminished by toasting.

This new argan oil can be used as it is for the face, blended with essential oils 
to enhance its intrinsic properties or made into creams, lotions, soaps, 
shampoos and any number of products.

 Argan skin care oil is now one of the most sought after ingredients and is 
incorporated into many exclusive cosmetic  products. The reason being, that 
its properties and benefits for the skin are far superior to most other oils. 
Known as the oil of gold, argan has become the elixir of anti-ageing skincare.

The high levels of vitamin E naturally present means that on its own or with 
essential oils there is no need for any artificial preservatives. The skin is the 
largest organ of the body and there is more and more knowledge and 
awareness that all that goes onto the skin is absorbed into the body. This oil 
has a particular advantage, it is not easy these days to find safe products for 
the skin, that have no artificial preservatives and certainly not any with the 
many benefits of argan.  

As I have stated argan’s vitamin E content and other anti-oxidants help to 
neutralise free-radicals which are so damaging to the skin; therefore helping 
to slow down the ageing process by aiding cell structure, cell permeability and 
cell renewal. Professor Denham Harman of the University of Nebraska 
Medical School states that “ the chances are 99% that free-radicals are the 
basis of ageing.”

Saponins soften the skin and help restore the water to the lipid layer thus 
increasing nutrients and oxygenation in the skin cells so reducing fine lines 
and softening scars and stretch marks.  This pure natural skin food reduces 
the appearance of fine lines making the skin less dry and giving it a more 
plumped up appearance. The plant sterols naturally present in argan with their 
anti-inflammatory properties reduce redness and inflammation, ideal to soothe 
baby’s sore dry patches and cradle cap.  Argan relieves dry eczema by 
softening and preventing scratching which breaks the skin. Improvements are 
often seen after as little as three days.

Argan makes the ideal daily moisturiser, light and easily absorbed, just a few 
drops warmed on the fingertips and applied to the face will make all the 
difference. Safe too under the eyes, gently pat the surrounding skin . Try too 
as  protection in cold weather or use on skin exposed to the sun. Massage 



into nails to strengthen them and soften cuticles by applying the oil at night. 
For mature skin massage into the hands. Use at night  for dry patches such 
as on elbows and heels.

Problem skin – for dry eczema, acne or psoriasis massage a small amount 
into the affected area 2-3 x daily. Improvements are often seen after 3 days. 
The plant sterols otherwise known as phytosterols relieve soreness and 
saponins soften the skin with natural vitamin E aiding skin repair. To soften 
and reduce scars and acne scars – use twice daily.

Luxury spas in Morocco use argan oil in their massage therapies, with its non 
greasy effects it is the ideal body treatment. Light and easily absorbed, it 
gently cares for the skin, maintaining elasticity and imparting a smooth and 
soft texture.

FOR THE SKIN AND NAILS

For broken nails mix half a teaspoon of  oil with half a teaspoon of lemon juice 
and massage in to clean hands and nails last thing at night. Do this twice a 
week or when needed and wear cotton gloves to sleep.

For dry damaged skin, especially after exposure to the sun, massage well into 
the face, neck and upper chest at night, your skin will repair and regenerate.

In the morning warm 3-4 drops of oil on the fingertips and apply to the face. 
Your skin will have a soft sheen and be protected from the wind or cold 
weather.

Massage all over the body one hour before a bath, or massage into damp skin 
after a shower. Alternatively add a few drops to your bath, not too much, and 
when you get out it will cover your skin. Relax in a bathrobe till the oil is 
absorbed.

Infusion

Steep some dried herbs e.g. rosemary and lavender in argan and leave for a 
week, or just put some sprigs into a bottle of the oil to infuse. Use this as a 
body, bath or hair treatment oil.  Apply to damp skin after a shower, put a few 
drops into the bath water or massage well into the hair while in the sauna or 
hammam then shampoo out.

FOR THE HAIR

Apply a little to the hair once a week especially to the ends and leave for 
30mins before shampooing. This helps prevent split ends and softens the hair. 
If you are going out in the sun you can massage it into your hair and leave all 
day, washing later in the shower. For dry scalp with psoriasis or dandruff 
massage well into the scalp twice a week and leave overnight, covering the 
hair with a towel. Then shampoo in the morning.

BEAUTY MASKS

From Recettes de beaute des femmes du Maroc by Abdelhai Sijelmassi



Dry skin 

Combine 2 soup spoons of finely powdered white rhassoul clay with an equal 
quantity of orange flower water. Add little by little one soup spoon of argan oil 
to make a paste. Apply to the face omitting the eye area and leave on for 15 
mins. Clean off gently with warm water and a clean flannel.

Anti wrinkle

Whisk an egg white till it forms soft peaks. Take off three large spoonfuls and 
mix with one large spoon of oil. Massage the face gently for several minutes 
with this mixture and leave it on for 15 mins. Rinse off carefully with lukewarm 
water. 

Oily skin

Mix two large spoons of fine green rhassoul clay with two large spoons of an 
infusion of sage leaves. Blend in a small spoonful of oil. Leave on for 15 mins 
and rinse off. Use 1-2 x weekly

BODY SCRUB 

Using soft sea salt combine with argan and essential oils of your choice. After 
washing rub the salt scrub all over the body using a glove to exfoliate dead 
skin. Rinse off the salt; your skin will be left with a light sheen of argan and 
look fresher and brighter. Wear a robe till the argan is absorbed into the skin.

NB for sensitive skin or for a gentler scrub substitute sugar for salt.



PROPERTIES OF ARGAN OIL

Argan oil as a food is highly nutritious being 80% unsaturated and containing 
double the vitamin E of olive oil. This makes it highly resistant to oxidation.  It 
is also rich in essential fatty acids including 45-47% oleic acid (omega 9) and 
33-35% linoleic acid (omega 6). Linoleic acid is one of three essential fatty 
acids not made in the body which must be obtained from the diet. Argan 
contains plant sterols not found in any other vegetable oil – schottenol 7 & 
spinasterol which are believed to lower cholesterol and have anti-
inflammatory properties. *(see composition) Studies have been carried out to 
demonstrate that 2 large spoons per day can be highly beneficial to this end. 
It is also believed to increase the concentration of pepsin in the gastric 
system; thus aiding digestion.

Argan’s essential fatty acids aid in maintaining cell structure and cell renewal, 
thus maintaining the mucous membranes of the lungs, nose, brain and of 
course the skin.   
    
COMPONENTS OF ARGAN OIL 

SQUALENE – a hydrocarbon and triterpine, plays a role in steroid synthesis 
thus contributing to the anti -inflammatory properties of argan oil and the 
production of 'good' cholesterols in the blood. In cosmetic use it is a natural 
moisturiser, penetrating the skin easily and quickly without leaving a greasy 
feeling. The high levels of protective sterols enable argan to be used in 
cosmetic products instead of added cholesterol which can be absorbed via 
the skin and increase cholesterol levels in the blood (Rahmani, 1990)

UNSATURATED FATTY ACIDS – play an important role in biological 
processes and in the construction of biological structures such as cell 
membranes and dictate the state of your health and appearance. They control 
how cells manage what is flowing in and out of them ie oxygen, fluids 
nutrients and toxins. Argan contains 6 different fatty acids, myristoleic, 
palmitoleic, oleic, arichidonic, eicosapentaenoic & docosahexaenoic acids. 
Arachidonic acid is one of the three essential fatty acids needed to convert 
into substances we can use in the body.

ESSENTIAL FATTY ACIDS – argan contains approx 34% linoleic acid and 
small amounts of alpha-linolenic acid. These are polyunsaturated fatty acids 
and are the parent compounds of the omega-6 and omega-3 fatty acid series 
respectively. Essential fatty acids are essential in the diet as they cannot be 
made in the body whilst saturated and mono-unsaturated fats can. Essential 
Fatty Acids also act as a precursor to prostaglandins, some of which regulate 
hormone levels, while others help blood circulation.  Blood viscosity is 
improved by thinning thus aiding heart function and preventing atherosclerosis 



(blocked arteries), regulating blood pressure, blood clotting mechanisms and 
blood lipid levels while also reducing rheumatic joint pain or swollen joints. 
Essential fatty acids are able to pass the blood/brain barrier helping to 
maintain brain function, while a deficiency in later life contributes to ageing of 
the skin, loss of elasticity and the appearance of wrinkles.  Important too for 
the immune system and responses to injury and infection and body 
temperature, they also aid the absorption of fat soluble vitamins such as A, D, 
E and K. 

Recent studies suggest that Essential Fatty Acids may contribute to the 
prevention of Alzheimers disease and a reduction in Attention Deficit & 
Hyperactivity Disorder.  

LINOLEIC ACID is also important for the growth and development of infants. 
Fatty acids maintain the health of cell membranes, improve nutrient use and 
establish and control cellular metabolism. Sufficient linoleic acid can help the 
reduction of myocardial infarction (heart attacks), reduce cholesterol levels 
and aids development of the brain (Charrouf 1998).
Multiple sclerosis patients supplementing their diet with linoleic acid have 
shown a reduced frequency of attacks and disability. This is because the 
myelin sheath which is lost in this disease is composed of lecithin which is 
made of linoleic and other fatty acids.
The optimum proportion of omega-6 to omega-3 is 4 – 1 respectively so it is 
always important to eat fatty fish as well as argan oil or walnuts or safflower & 
linseed oils if vegetarian.

Why not enjoy grilled sardines with a tomato salad dressed with argan oil for a 
combination of all three essential fatty acids needed by the body. 

TOCOPHEROLS – which have vitamin E activity known for its ant-oxidant 
properties greatly increasing the keeping properties of argan oil. “ Argan oil is 
also known for its capacity to protect cell structure and permeability from free-
radicals, thus reducing the visible signs of ageing.” (Berrada, op cit.).  
Alpha-tocopherol is the form of vitamin E that is most readily absorbed by 
humans. Argan oil contains 620-650mg per kilo approximately double that 
found in olive oil. It acts as an anticoagulant, beneficial for blood flow. A 
deficiency can cause neurological problems due to poor nerve conduction and 
anaemia caused by oxidant damage to red blood cells. Anti-oxidants such as 
vitamin E help protect against the damaging effects of free-radicals, which 
may contribute to the development of chronic diseases such as cancer. 
Vitamin E may also block the formation of nitrosamines, carcinogens formed 
in the stomach from nitrites in the diet. It may also protect from disease by 
enhancing immune function.

Some studies suggest that a higher intake of vitamin E decreases the risk of 
prostate cancer and breast cancer. Studies are under way to determine if anti-
oxidants can slow down the onset of Altzheimers, Glaucoma, age related 
cataracts, heart disease, and Parkinsons disease.  Research suggests that 
infants suffering from cystic fibrosis may benefit from formula with linoleic acid 



as it optimises nutrition and growth.
 
In the Moroccan herbal materia medica  by Belkhadar, argan oil is quoted as 
being “beneficial to protect the heart , liver and gall bladder, soothe rheumatic 
joint pain and topically to relieve acne, chicken pox, dry eczema and to reduce 
scarring.”  It is also cited as a tonic and aphrodisiac. 

A nutritional study by Belkhadar in 1994 demonstrated that a diet containing 
argan oil stimulated enzyme action that was linked to the detoxification and 
ant-oxidant cell defence. This leads to a decrease in oxidation of the 
membranes which according to certain authors is the cause of ageing. (Sohal 
et al 1990;Harman 1992)

Abdelhai Sijelmassi a pharmacist, in his book “Les Plantes Medicinales du 
Maroc” states that “argan is traditionally used to prevent female infertility and 
protect against miscarriage as well as improving male fertility. It is also 
recommended for use to improve child development especially prepared as 
amlou. It is also used as a skin care product to protect against tissue 
degeneration. ” 

Abdelhaj Sijelmassi in a subsequent publication ‘Recettes de Beaute des 
Femmes du Maroc’ wrote of Argan oil that it has fortifying properties. “its 
richness in linoleic acid confers properties able to prevent dehydration and 
keratinisation of the cells. High levels of vitamin E protect from skin ageing 
while schottenol contributes to repair in the case of burns and skin irritations. 
It make the hair soft, shiny and supple.



COMPOSITION OF ARGAN OIL

courtesy of Wild Wood Groves Argan

CAPRIC ACID                        0.2%

TRIDACENOIC ACID                0.3% 

PENTAOECANOIC ACID          0.1% 

PALMITIC ACID                      13.8%

PALMITOLEIC ACID              0. 13%

MARGARIC ACID                    0.1% 

HEPTADECENOIC ACID           0.2%

STEARIC ACID                         5.7%

OLEIC ACID                            44.4%

LINOLELAIDIC ACID             0.4%

GAMMA-LINOLENIC ACID    0.02

LINOLEIC ACID                        34.7%

LINOLENIC ACID                     0 .2%

ARACHIDIC ACID                    0.3%

GADOLEIC ACID                      0.3%

BEHENIC ACID                        0.11%

LIGNOCERIC ACID                  0.14%

EICOSENOIC ACID                  0.04%

ARACHIDONIC ACID              0.02%

EPA EICOSAPENTAENOIC ACID  0.03%

ERUCIC ACID                            0.04%

DOCOSADIENOIC ACID           0.29%

TOTAL OF MONOUNSATURATED FATS      46.3%

TOTAL OF POLYUNSATURATED FATS         33.6%

      





RESEARCH

Argan lowers LDL and confers anti-oxidant properties.

Abstract-The conclusion of this study in Morocco on 20 men and 76 women 
was that regular consumption of virgin argan oil induces a lowering of LDL 
cholesterol and has anti-oxidant properties. 

Conclusion: This oil offers an additional natural food to reducing cardio-
vascular risk. © 2003 Elsevier Inc

Secondary metabolites of the argan tree may have disease prevention 
properties

Khallouki F. Spiegelhalder B Bartsch H and Owen RW – division of Toxicology 
and Cancer risk factors – German Cancer Research Centre, Heidleberg, 
Germany

Abstract - Recent studies suggest that dietary argan oil may have a relevant 
role in disease prevention, and its consumption could protect against 
atherosclerosis and cancer. On the basis of ethno-botanical knowledge 
researchers are screening metabolites of this rare plant to identify bioactive 
compounds for the development of new therapeutic agents and food 
supplements.

This includes studies on secondary metabolites with chemo-preventive 
activities. In this review a complete outline of components triglycerides, 
unsaponifiable phenolic anti-oxidants and aroma constituents are described. 
Available online at www.academicjournals.org/AJB ISSN-16845315 2005 
Academic Journals

Consumption of Argan Oil with its unique profile of fatty acids, tocopherols, 
squalene, sterols and phenolic compounds should confer valuable cancer 
chemopreventive effects.

European Journal of Cancer Prevention 12(1):67-75 February 2003 –  
Khallouki F 1 ; Younos C 1 ; Soulimani R 1; Oster T1; Charrouf Z 2; 
Spiegelhalder B 3

A comparison was made between 2 argan oils, olive and sunflower oils. The 
conclusion was that argan oil with its high content of the vitaminer (gamma)-
tocopherol, squalene and oleic acid is likely to enhance the cancer prevention 
effects of the Moroccan diet.

http://www.academicjournals.org/ajb


Argan oil lowers blood pressure and improves endothelial dysfunction in 
spontaneously hypertensive rats.

British Journal of Nutrition 92(6) 921-929 December 2004 Berrougui,  Hicham 
1, Alvarez de Sotomayor, Maria 2, Perez-Guerrero, Concepcion 2, Ettaib,  
Abdelkader 1, Hmamouchi, Mohamed 1, Marhuenda, Elisa 2, Herrera, Maria 
Dolores 2

Abstract - Argan oil with its rich composition of tocopherols, mono-unsaturated 
fatty acids, polyunsaturated fatty acids make a study of its actions on risk 
factors for cardio-vascular disease such as hypertension interesting. The 
effects of 7 weeks of treatment of 10ml argan oil on the blood pressure and 
endothelial function of spontaneously hypertensive and non hypertensive rats 
was investigated. Systolic blood pressure and heart rate were measured and 
endothelial function assessed. Argan oil reduced the mean blood pressure 
after the fifth week of treatment and increased the endothelial responses of 
arteries in the hypertensive group.

For more recipes and research papers and worldwide mail-order purchase 
visit: – www.wildwoodgroves.com
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BIOGRAPHY

After a debilitating period of ill health Ruth Hajioff decided to try acupuncture 
and Chinese herbal medicine as a treatment. The results were miraculous 
and she went on to study Traditional Chinese Medicine in order to help others. 
She enrolled on a five year course qualifying in 1994 after which she worked 
in a hospital in China, going on to work in private practice as well as in funded 
health projects. As a practitioner of Chinese herbal medicine and acupuncture 
she had always been interested in studying other systems of herbal medicine, 
here she relates the results of her journey.
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