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How a Grandmother’s Fascinating Life Story
Inspired a Luxe New Resort in Morocco

On Maroooos wild Allantic coast, two siblings have Bullt a stylish hotel in inbute ta then
grandmother, the maodeland muse Antonea Flermante
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¥ n the early 2oth century. a poor. beautiful brother and sister hatched a plan to escape

the confines of their humetown, Bari. the eapital of Italy's Pugha region. The brother
" had an athletic streak, and his headstrong, ereatmve sister knew she was destined for
more than a life as just another manona in @ me-down shack. The brother, Enog
Fiermionte, became o champion boxer, When he moved to America, he adopted the
orrasional sabriquet William Bird—the better to sidestep the prejudiee agzinst his Italian
origins. This led him to Hallvwood. where he starred in countless movies and marmed one
+ of the richest women of the dav—the Titamie widow and survivor Madeleme Astor—miaking
him even mare famous. The sister, Antonia, ended up in Paris, where she bewitched the
surrealist-dominated cultural seene. Though a talented painter hetselt, she became better
known as a model and muse, especially for two best inends. artasts Rene Letourneur and
Jacaues Zwohada,
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Both men tell in love with her; she married each of them in turn, and they lived in 2
menage 3 trois in adioining homes just south of Paris. But Antonia died young, at 42, too
eacly ti have left the impression she vearned to make.

Mearly a century later, another pair of siblings—Antonia's wealthy and well-connected
prandehildren—are working tiredessly to give her that [asting lepacy, The brother, Fauad
Filali, iz the former CEQ of Morocoo's largest conglomerate, ONA, which be ran for 13 vears
until ey, King Mohammed V1 i his former brother-in-law. { Fousd was married to the
monarch's slder sister, Princess Lallz Mervem. for 15 vears. ) Fouad's sister—Yazmina
Antoniz Filali, who's named for their grancdmother—is a passicnate philanthropast who has
spent most ot ber 2dult life running her own nonprofit, the Fondatien Orient-Occident,
which assists low-income women and refugees on both sides of the Meditercanean, They
idulize their grandmother, and even though she died befare they were born, they bebieve
she deserves to be celebrated.
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“Evervhady leoked at me when 1 was voung. and said. “You look like her, and vou have the
same character.” ” Yasmina says. °1 feel totally connected to her.”



The link iz 5o strong that the pair started a hatel collection, named La Fiermonting in their
prandmathers honor, as a living tribute to her. They pranted Bobb Report exclusive aceess
to the newest location in their portfolio, in Larache, Moroceo. The hotel, La Frermaontina
(eean, joined outposts i Paris and Lecce, [talv—a chic apartment available to rent on the
Place Vendiome and three separate properties not far from the Adriatic Sea, respectively—
when it opened m 2622, The idea behind the grouping: “Let's re-create her story with a
Little cellection of hatels, tollowing her journey around the world,” savs Yasmina.

But they want the company to net a5 mare than just an expensive memarial. The siblings
aim to help poor wamen—women like their grandmather—to improve their bives. “We
think about haspatality and philanthropy together,” Yasmina continues. “It's how we
breathe "

Tha sitings, now in their 605, Teat the hotel as a communiy-dovelopment projoct

La Fiermontina Ocezan is the most extensive expression of that ohjective. It includes a
complex of 14 luxury villas on Morseeo's wald Atlantic coast, 1o of which have oeean views
and private pools. All of them are canmily angled to minimize the overlook from the ather
lndgings and are filled with minimalist, mideentur-mspired furniture. Some of the
embrojdered linens on the beds and in the bathrooms were produced by a nonpeatit
cooperative that's part of Yasmina's foundation. The landscape = punctuated by acres of
mature olive groves—mastly trees brought i from Marmakech. There's even a stand-alone
beach clob tecked under the dunes and accessible by a thrlling, hold-the-handrails journey
down from the hotel.

But this isn't some bubble of hosary, detached from its surroandings. The rest of the resor
i5 located in the village of Diehier, next door to those villas: the siblings built the resort's
treatment rooms and hammam here intentionally, to encourage their predominantly
foreign guests to engage with local people.
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“I'want to revive Ide here,” Fouad says from the drver's seat of his Jeep. laaking around at
the town's dusty road. Its one of Maoroeeo's poorest areas, The previous king, Hassan [T,
forused attention (and investment ) farther south, allowing bath the commercial hub ol
Casablanca and the tourist magnet of Marrakech to boom. Tn contrast, when Fouad started
buying land here 21 years ago, zeveral villages in the area lzcked plombang, “How could 1
have 1 house here with a swimming pool when they don't have running water?” he recalls
thinking as he watched women earrying pails inte their home=

Fouad has erected ather structures in Dehier and elsewhers nearby, doahling the number
of elassraoms here and in the three surrounding villages, For the hotel, there are simiple
rental eottages. aimed af a more mass-market clientele than the oceanfront villas. and a
caté, Bows af herbs in stepped gardens—uzed for bea senace at the hammam, amaong other
things—are tended by a team af workers. He haz just reconstrected a small building m the
center of town and will bease it teon loeal to mn a bodepa-like épeerne soan, an alternatve
to the miles-long walks to the market most have to make now.
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The pair spent two years training residents to work at the hotel, to ensure that they
henefitted directly from increasing touwrism. That's also the 1dea behind the breakiass-at-
home program, which cosis 450 dicham (about 545) per person: All of the money goes
straight to the neighborhod woman who invites vou into her hovse for vour first meal of
the day, with a member of hotel staff joining as a transtator—the better to promps
CONVERSATION,

The scpnat breaktast table of my host, Rahma, is piled high with tood: eoombly, homemade
pastries dusted with sugar; a tragrant dish of locally grown ofives: slabs of swirled
chocalate cake; and platiers of various flathreads, ali still warm from the aven. There's a
howl of amlon, made from almonds and argan oil, rmay and not dissimilar (o peanut
butter and especially delicions slathered over the bread.
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The centerpiece i5 8 tureen of the thick bean sewp bissara, o regienal breaktast staple that's
drizeled with local olive ail. The entire meal 15 served in Bahma's eourtyard as chickens
peck nearky and a few cats sidle past, caswally eveing the spread. A quartet of childreen sit to
one side, gigeling and glancing furtively at the food while their mother continoes ta caak,
hobbing over to the tzble to pour more thimbles of fresh-mint tea. “When they open their
honse as your hostess, it gives them dignity, it makes peesple more equal,” Yasmina says.

Like their grandmother, the village gird from Baly's dirt-poer soath who momphed intea
sophisticated Parisian muse, the siblings’ identities are kard to pin down. Their maother,
Anne, mow in her gos and bving 10 Pans, 1s their grandmother's ooby survving child. Anne
married Abdellatif Filali, a Mororcan student whio went to France fo escape the unrest in
his home country in the early 1as0s. At tirst. they didn 't even speak the same language,
“but they wnderstood each other without talking to each ather,” Fooad says with a shy
smille. Filali eventually became a diplomat and, in 1944, he was appomted prime minister
of an independent Moracen.

As a result of their lalian-French-Morseean hentage, Fauad and his sister shp babween
cuitures, sliding among names and langeapges. Yasmina togples between her first and
middle names depending on where she 1= 1n the world. Foaad 15 otbicially Fowad Giacoma
Filali. or Jacques in France—he has even been referred bo in the press (incorrectly) as
CHacoms Frermante. 15 telling bow much he stresses that he prefers to be known as
Fauad, a traditional Middie Eastérn name, while in Moroceo. Wherever they are, they want
to belong.

Thin fobai’s meras minea the siolings’ hamage far ingpiration, as waih this Rafian dish of searod promns.



1t makes zense, then, that Fouad will zlip mto Arabic to talk with the hotel's staff, or speak
Itakizn ta the jolly, bearded 20-something chef, Antonio Gianfreda, wha has just arrived
from Italv, In fzet, the menn at La Fiermonting Ocean nods to that ealtural commingling:
For one meal, a fish tagine spiked with fat, lecally grown green olives; for another, a crispy
pizzn fresh from a wood-fired sven, sovered in melting anchavies,
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“I want to revive life here,” Fouad
says. “How could I have a house here
with a swimming pool when they

don’t have running water?” 22

The property was originally intensded as a private escape. The zsblings fell in love with the
area after staving with a friend, Patrick Goérmnd-Hermés, the polo-plaving scion of the
French huxury maison, who has an estate just up the coast. They were so taken that they
began buying land nearby. At first they would come, perhaps tor a day, to sit and pienic m
the dunes with triends.

“It was our refuge —we were hiding from everyone,” says Yasmina. 1t's easy ta do here.
Even on a warm spring day the beaches are empty: In some spats, the enly evidence of
human Ide is the oocasional dilapadated shack alang the water. (“Thoss are tor smugglers,”
one loeal says. only halt-joking, ]

As with the apartment in Pariz and the resort in Lacache, the siblings’ Italian hotel also
began life as a personal project. They were smitten with Lacee, where the Hermes family
also keeps a villa, which s about two hours sonth of thesr grandmother's hometown of
Ban.
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Inspired, the Filalis bepgan snapping up property. Fouad recalls securing a swath of
farmbansd near Lecce first. “1 bought it because of the olive trees, but T never built 2 house
there,” he savs, 1 just had a small chair I'd leave there, and once in 3 while I'd go down and
sit and look at the olive trees,” He ended up buying a building near the eity walls next, “In
the beginning it was for my house. But lite, vou know, happens,” be savs with a shrug.

After working on the property for two vears, Fouad's contractors discoverad subterranean
rooms that, inhis view, made it ton large to be & private home., S0 he and Yasmina asked
their friend Thaerry Tevszer, the actor-tumed-hatelier best known for foundimg the
regenerative-hospitality company 700,000 Heures, for advice. Yasmina could see the
potential in usmg tourism to help bring investment to the region, which has prown sinee
their grandmother's childhood vet still remains a poorer cormer of the Talian peninsula,
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Az she woald later do in Moroceo, Yasming launched a program oftering work to women
and refugees in need while training loealsin the art of high-touch servee, The family now
uperates La Fiermontina Palazeo Bossi Corso, an obd barague mansion with a reoftop poal
and 10 suites, plus the 1g-hedroom L Fermonting Luxury Home.
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Thev also recently reopened the Fiermuonte Museum, whaose exhibitions foeas on their
grand-mather and her two artistic hushbands, Letourner and Zwobads, You can stay here,
ton, The renovation added foar rooms to the property, with a lantern in each, (Guests are
encouraged toexplore the palleries. alone, at night.} Yasmina and Fouad's mother, Anne,
traveled to Puglia especially for the opeming. “She was quite silent and surprised, in a way,
that two children, at our ags, dedicated our lives boour grandmother,” Yasmina recalls.



With priwacy im mind. each wila & posdonsd & minimize wioss of [oF roem) other Quesis

She plans to stay in Italy for a while, to stabilize the rew musenm while Fouad focnses on
their Maroceo project. But thev're not finished. The missing piece is a tribute to their
prandmoather’s globe-trotting brather, Enzo, who staved in America atter his divaree from
Madeleine Astor and starred in films from the late 19905 through the 705, “Maybe we can
make a project in New York and Los Anpeles,” Yasmina says. “And that will be all for my
great-uncie.”



Meanwhile in the Med

Trio hammaTi, incated in e wlage ol Dchien, offams imdtiona Moroocan 1et-cang riuals and maodenn Spa
ToeamTanis

The closest big city to La Fiermontina Ocean 15 Tangser, which has alvys stood apart from
Moroceo's urban centers. It's located far in the north, az connectad ta Exrope as it is to
Africa. For several decades in the 20th century, it was an international zone, administered

by & cluster of countries including taly and Spain, deeding it an edgy, artsy vibe that
lingers today.

Theres plenty of newness that makes it worth a trip, according to Plin 1t Morooes, a local
agency spectalizing in hooery travel. “It's gaing back to what it was in the 19705 and 1980s;
when it was a very hip place to be.” says the {irm's Chloe Zarh, a Scottish expat who lives
and works here. “It's becoming more sassy, there's so much more excitement and
development. [King Mobammed V1] wants to bring the country forward "



Zarb regularly brngs peests to Villa Mabrouka, the Robh Beport Best of the Best winner
opened by fashion designer Jasper Conran in a villa onee awned by Yves Saint Laurent and
Pierre Bergé. Make sore to book 2 dinner in the ramantic, Madison Cox—inspired gazeba,
where up to eight people can take o private supper. Waldorf Astoria has announced plans
tor a property here, and architect Jean-Louis Demst bought one of the modernist buildings
near the waterfront, with plans to convert it info anather kotique hotel.

But 50 much of life 1n Tangier kappens in its vast. private mansions. One standont is Dar
Sinclnir, the longtime family home of model and socalite JTacquetta Wheeler, who spent
mch of her childhond here. Plan It Moroeco can help vou rent the mansion to enjoy its
superh views over the water. plus the pardens that caseade dovn the kill and lead to n huge
swimming pool. Book a chef to cook dinmer amid the greenery.

vueling

MFLnES

= - = -

PN UM
VO CIOM
CUTTEHATRONE

. il

TRAMTRAIT,

While Tangier deesn't have the surfeit of stores that makes Marmkech so appealing, 18 1s
known for small textile and weaving workshops. and for good resson, “There's bacaka, ara
hlessing, i working with vour hands.” savs Hadia Teml, a gallerist who grew up here.
“Crattemanship is valued for that reason.” Don't miss the three-story concept store Las
Chicas on the road outside the casbah walls. offering an array of clothing, jewelry, and
housewares, Fashion designer Gene Mever and his partner, mterior designer Frank e
Biast, were set to [aunch their own store, Habibi Burton. at the end of Juby, selling vintage
honsewares as well as contemporary home poads and elothes made by locals. O visit
Crordon Watson, a8 British antiques dezler whe has split time betwesn London and Tangier
for over 30 vears and who now lives here full-time. “There's energy in the mir here,
something in the atmesphere, which iz z0 charged. There are so many difterent peaple
coming now,” he zays. His home doubles as his gallery, and he'll receive you in his
junglelike garden.

Mark Ellwood

Heitish-borm, NYC-based Mok Ellwood s Bobb Beport's editne-at-lrge. He has Byed
mat af a suikense for mast of his life, covering lusory inall its firms acress the world.
Amuong his favarite...
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