BUILDING BRIDGLES

A FIERMONTINA OCEAN IS AN IMMERSION IN MOROCCO'S WILD LANDSCAPES,
- UC RE AND NUANCED HISTORY, WRITES PAULA HARDY
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Top row: Akhazane family villa; the
hotel’s hammam; a private pool.
Middle row: hotel guide Imad; pool
suite; staff at the resort. Bottom row:
horse riding; the restaurant’s bar
area; fisherman on the property
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IT’S NOT OFTEN YOU LEARN OF ONE OF THE YEAR’S most exciting hotel
openings while visiting a foundation focused on migration. But that’s
how I hear about La Fiermontina Ocean, a discreet luxury retreat on
Morocco’s wild and unspoilt North Atlantic coast. I am in Rabat with
Bilal El Hammoumy, founder of Inclusive Morocco, a travel company
focused on showing tourists the country’s cultural diversity. While eating
orange blossom-soaked doughnuts in the kasbah, our conversation turns
to Morocco’s unique position as a bridge between Africa and Europe,
and a nexus of travel, trade and migration over the course of centuries.
Which brings us to Fondation Orient-Occident, which for the past 30
years has worked on supporting local communities and building bridges
across the Mediterranean. As we tour its facilities and visit the skilled
embroiderers in its atelier, Bilal tells me that the foundation’s inspired
president, Yasmina Antonia Filali, is also the co-founder of La
Fiermontina Ocean.

A few days later, 'm on my way there. After whizzing down the
glittering coastline, we turn onto a dirt track that disappears into an oak
forest. When the trees clear, they reveal golden wheat fields fringed with
yellow helichrysum and cow parsley. We stop by a herd of grazing goats
at the crest of a hill and get our first view of the quilted countryside that
leads to the hotel’s stone reception house. With its patchwork of
shamrock green, sage and yellow fields, ploughed corn rows, wind-
whipped lines of olive trees and a slash of silver-blue sea on the horizon,
it looks like a surreal Gerda Wegener painting.

‘Mabeet

she tells me. “But four or five years ago, we started to think about the
future [both brother and sister are in their 60s] and how we could protect
this beautiful place.”

She looks out the window at the watercolour sunset as the last rays
of light turn the sea violet. “We also knew that many young men from
the villages were leaving by boat for the Canary Islands due to a lack
of economic opportunities,” she continues. “So, we decided to create a
small hotel and integrate the villages in the model... people are at the
heart of this place.”

The next morning, I rise early and head to Dchier village for
“breakfast at home” with Fatna Zahra. This experience, shared among
villagers, funnels money directly into the community. We sit at a
charmingly dressed table that groans with homemade biscuits, rghaif
(honey-based puff pastries), fresh jebli (a cow’s milk cottage cheese)
and a bowl of unctuous bissara (fava bean soup). Fatna is shy at first,
but as we greedily inhale her home-cooked meal, she relaxes and tells
us about her children, as multilingual Ayman, a recent graduate working
at Fiermontina, translates.

With the easy-going atmosphere of a shared meal, the breakfast
creates a powerful moment of connection. “This breakfast was the bridge
for us,” Yasmina tells me as we wander down to a second Fiermontina
hub at the edge of Dchier, which caters to families, weekenders and
hikers with four cosy one- and two-bedroom cottages, a café and a
luxurious marble-lined hammam. “Before that, the villagers were wary
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This is the spectacular, 150-hectare Khemis Sahel Dunes nature park,
home to La Fiermontina Ocean, as well as the Amazigh villages of
Dchier, Tcharouah and Mezgalef. The hotel has 11 low-lying stone villas
nestled snugly in the hillside looking out to sea. They chime with the
simple, Cubist-style local architecture, although they are newly built to
the most exacting standards, with Taza stone floors, private pools, sleek
furniture and gliding floor-to-ceiling glass doors with electronic blinds
that can be lowered at the press of a button.

The villas are angled for perfect privacy, so I take a shower with the
door open, unable to give up a minute of that seductive view. Then I go
to meet Yasmina in one of two three-bedroom houses. This was once
her private home and is furnished in a more Moroccan style, with richer
colours, collectable textiles, antique doors, lanterns and rugs. Over tea,
she tells me her story.

The hotel is dedicated to her grandmother, Antonia Fiermontina, a
great beauty and artist’s muse, who grew up poor in Puglia, emigrated
to Paris and died too young in Rome like a female James Dean. She left
a daughter, Anne, who married Abdellatif Filali, the son of a notable
Moroccan scholar and judge. Yasmina and her brother, Fouad Giacomo,
are the result of this extraordinary tri-cultural love story and reflect the
reality of Morocco’s deep multicultural history. “My brother and I
bought this land 20 years ago and we lived a happy life here for 15 years,”

of the project, but then they understood that this would be a
collaboration, and we would grow together.”

There is no shortage of magical experiences at La Fiermontina. I
could head into the herb-scented hills with Imad, who once left for the
Canaries, but now guides hikes through the park to secret waterfalls,
past fields where villagers cultivate organic strawberries. Instead, I jump
into the all-terrain UTYV for a thrilling ride down to the wild beach,
where we race along the salty shore to two dozen loungers and a rustic
beach shack serving Moroccan rosé and bright salads to guests who
lounge on vintage *70s furniture. Then there are rides on the almost
impossibly glossy horses stabled at the estate of Patrick Guérrand-
Hermes next door. Or sunsets spent splashing in the surf helping net
silvery sardines with local fishermen.

Each evening, Bilal and I reconvene in Fiermontina’s glass-wrapped
restaurant, which teeters over the edge of the hillside on stilts suspended
between sea and sky. With an open kitchen to one side and a fireplace
in the opposite corner, it’s the hotel’s living room, where people gather
for cooking classes, drinks and refined Moroccan or Italian dinners
courtesy of brilliant young chef Antonio Gianfreda and a team of
couscous-rolling village ladies. It’s a space to meet people, share stories
and understand something new about each other. La Fiermontina Ocean
is more than just a hotel, it’s a bridge to another world. @
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