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When Tazmurt’s sugar refineries shaped parts of Mediterranean history (Feature)

Tazmurt (South of Morocco), 15th July 2013 (MAP)- Richly furnished during this fasting month of Ramadan with sweets of all tastes and sorts, the stalls of Moroccan markets seldom miss tantalizing shoppers about a specific item: Sugar. This product, today deeply settled, happened to be one that made the glory of Morocco, shaping from Tazmurt’s refineries (South) the course of Mediterranean history.

In his //Nouzhat Al Hadi//, the Moroccan historian Al Ifrani (1670/1747) reports how the Saadian monarchs used to import from Carrere (Italy) the marble rock they used for the construction of their palaces in Marrakesh which they paid “weight for weight”.

If revealing the costly luxury of a dynasty, this testimony shows that Morocco used to be once a major producing country of sugar, before importing in 2012, some 75 PC of its needs. Moroccans take an average of 35 kg of sugar per habitant, for only 20 kg worldwide.

In Morocco, today’s sugar sector counts some 80.000 farmers, covering around 68.000 ha, with an average product of 3.1 million ton for the beetroot and 0.9 million ton for sugarcane.

“We have come from far away. In Tazmurt as much as in Oulad Said or in Oulad Tayma, the introduction of sugarcane, if developed here by the Saadians, plunges its roots far deeper”, explains to MAP-Agency Ahmed Selouane, ex-delegate of Cultural affairs in Tarudant.

Everybody knows as a matter of fact that this plant grew in the Indian sub-continent favored by the monsoon, before reaching Persia (VI century), then the Middle-East and particularly Egypt, before taking roots in Cyprus, Sicilia, Spain and Morocco before the end of the XIII century.

This is to say how incorrect is the usual perception associating the production of sugar with the image of a plant emerging in typically “hot, rainy tropical lands that we can hardly imagine prosper under an arid or semi-arid Mediterranean climate, though tempered by Atlantic influences”, writes the French archeologist Paul Berthier, to whom we owe the discovery of the sites of Tazmurt’s sugar refineries and others.

For him, the excavations done in the late early sixties stem their importance from the fact that many thought incorrectly that this country was doomed to cereal harvesting, farm-breeding or at the best for fruit-growing.  The foundlings contributed to shed a new light on Morocco’s ancient economy that explains its political power and prosperity at certain eras of history.

Sugar production and industry might have been an essential component for the search of an economic balance during these eras, according to M. Berthier, who identified a number of other sites of sugar industry around the Kingdom.

Noting that under the Saadian dynasty the whole sugar plantations and factories were run by European or Israelite concessionaries, he explained that the “best quality was exported to Italy, France and especially to England, the domestic intake in Morocco being at that time very weak”.

In that vein, M. Selouane is on the same wavelength: “sugar production was not really welcome as long as it benefited particularly to the concessionaries and deprived the natives of waters and fertile lands they could farm otherwise”.

According to Yettou Lamghari, a teacher of history in a college of Tarudant, the Saadians put up huge installations of sugar refineries in these areas, with crafty mills, sterilizers and aqueducts running for more than 80 km.

Ms. Yettou explains that these factories were fitted with grinding engines, boilers and purging devices to collect white sugar in copper canonic forms that are still in vogue in Morocco, adding that sugar industry accounted for 33 PC of the State’s income through exports to Sub-Saharan countries, but mainly to Europe through boats wherefrom arms were imported.

From this exchange, the Saadians became strongly equipped with arms, enough to allow them launch the Jihad (holy war) and drive the Portuguese out of today’s Agadir (Santa Cruz du Cap d’Aguer) in 1541, before defeating them in the famous battle of Laksar Lakbir in 1578. They would launch later, under the reign of Al Mansour Addahbi, the famous expeditions to the Soudan between 1591 and 1592.

Paul Betrhier explains: “To trust the Spanish author Diego de Torres, it could not have been merely for an aim of holy war that the Chorfas decided to take over the famous place (of Agadir), but in a more prosaic manner to get a shipping outlet for sugar-trade”.

Gérard Giuliatio, a master-conference in Nancy II University and author of a study on Oulad Massoud’s site of sugar refineries (11 km south-east of Tarudant), notes that this area contains “an industrial complex much more bigger than the one excavated in 1958”, by Paul Berthier.

Considering that this site needs, along with others, to be thoroughly explored before they are eaten by urban and agricultural activities, he emphasized that excavation works in these areas would “reveal invaluable evidence on the Saadians’s political economy during the XVI century, before these productions were developed in America to meet the growing demands in Europe”.

Curiously, the high deregulation of seaways in the wave subsequent to the discovery of the New World would soon toll the bell for the Moroccan sugar industry, clearly unable to weigh enough in a ruthless international market.

Meanwhile, no one knows for how long Tazmurt’s last vestiges would continue, behind the falling ramparts of rammed earth, to whisper to the winds the glories of a time that was: when Morocco’s sugar refineries used to sweeten Mare Nostrum.
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