January 19, 2010

Morocco: January 4-18


When we joined the queue for Royal Air Maroc at JFK, I already felt as if I had left New York and entered Morocco. People were speaking either Arabic or French, and women were wearing hijabs (headscarfs). They mingled with accompanying family members carrying suitcases bulging with possessions. I believe we were the only Westerners – except for a person I was sure was a Federal Marshall. During the flight he never went to sleep, but occasionally stood up and looked around. Once we boarded, as if displaying my own sense of disorientation, two dysfunctional TV sets at the front of the plane displayed nothing but rolling lines: the promised time-numbing film was never to be. Later, when I tried to go to the toilet, I bumped into a row of men blocking the doors at the back of the plane. Facing East, they were kneeling and praying on their rugs. Once we arrived, a Moroccan man helped me remove my suitcases from the carousel. He remarked, “I help you; you are old.” After eight hours in the air, as well as after all the hoopla of airport security, I concurred with his perception.


After an easy time with passport control, we found our driver, and off we went to Rabat, an hour’s drive north of Casablanca. Rabat is the modern capital and official seat of the King. On the way the landscape was flat and open. The light was watery. We passed by industrial sites and farmlands. Driving by apartments and older towns I noticed thousands of small satellite dishes resembling colonies of clam shells clinging to the flat roofs. As we approached Rabat, the rough sea came into view. The surf splashed and receded in determined lines over the retaining walls. Donkey and mule carts held their own among the motorcycles, trucks, and cars. We entered the old section of the city and left the van with our suitcases outside the old walls of the Medina (an ancient market area). A staff member from the inn came out of one of the stone gates to lead us through a labyrinth of narrow, enclosed streets (only enough room for two people) until we reached the imposing ancient door of the Riad Kalaa. The Riads or Inns were once the homes of wealthy merchants.

As was often the experience, I never knew exactly what would be behind the places we entered. There is no clue, for the walls of the buildings in the various medinas and kasbahs connect to make a street into a tunnel. Nor do the small windows, covered in intricate ironwork, invite a view of a structure’s interior. Even the sky is out of sight. Once inside, one is still not sure of what awaits, for the first step takes one into a dark foyer, and then through a dimly lit passage, but suddenly one finds oneself in a magnificent courtyard that is at least two stories high and open to the sky. A pool of water (like a small swimming pool) reflects the sky above and collects the rain. (The modernized riads now cover this exposed area in plastic so when it rains, the drops pound ominously.) Around the courtyard tall plants, chairs, and intimate tables for eating hug the borders of the pool. The effect is to make one whisper, for one dare not break the silence and calm of the setting. Around the open courtyard there are long, narrow rooms with tall painted ceilings (carved from walnut), and patterned tiled floors and walls. Wooden doors with magnificent large, heavy bolts and shuttered windows open up to the light and the air. These rooms had recently been refurbished with modern bathroom facilities. 

Our room was beautiful, but at first a bit difficult to maneuver in. As with all the inns where we stayed, the lighting was inadequate, making it impossible to read or even to see what one was wearing. (Much to my dismay one day I discovered too late that I was wearing a blouse completely stained with the juice of an orange.) The style is to have lace-like iron lamps that send out intricate patterns that delight the eye but fail to light the page. I believe the thunder and lightning throughout our first night offered more illumination than was ordinarily available in the room.


Our first few days were spent getting used to our new surroundings and finding our way (and not getting lost), sometimes with the help of a guide, around the intricate maze of streets, small shops, and stalls where the occasional bike and pedestrian passes by. We also had to learn to feel comfortable. Inside this medina we were looked at but not hustled, but as soon as we ventured on our own to the Kasbah (an ancient fortified area erected in the 12th C.) and passed through the monumental Moorish gateway into an elaborate maze of narrow white-washed streets, we were pursued by people wanting money to guide us. We managed to elude such entrepreneurs for about twenty minutes, but inevitably, one persistent person entrapped us. He actually turned out to be quite helpful. Within the Kasbah a magnificent white-washed mosque overlooks the sea. (We were never allowed in any mosque we saw, nor were we allowed in any school where the children learn the Koran by rote.) Below the mosque and its wide platform, which looked out to the crashing surf and to the edge of Rabat and its neighboring town, winding streets led down hill to a rather dingy tearoom and garden as well as to a harbor where the Bou Regreg River runs into the Atlantic Ocean. The river’s brown water cuts a long swath of darkness into the sea. It was nearly evening so people had come to stroll and to meet in the setting sun.

On the other side of the river is the town of Salé where few tourists venture. It was once inhabited by pirates and slaves. (In the 17th C. some of these slaves had actually been captured in Cornwall). I believe the place is mentioned in Robinson Crusoe. We followed our guide through intricate streets. We passed by mosques and schools tucked into small corners of passageways. Our driver, who was supposed to pick us up outside the walls, got lost.

As with everywhere in Morocco, though, there is development, development, development. In a year or so there will be a waterfront amusement area and new luxury apartments that will obliterate views of the old fishing vessels that sit and wait for the right time to go out to the rough sea. One of the men we met in the riad was a developer. Throughout this trip I became increasingly aware of luxury apartments, villas, and leisure complexes as well as golf courses under construction. It became obvious that as a consequence there are going to be even more severe environmental problems than there already are, and it became clearer to me that many of these sites are the places where the shanty towns had been. Apparently the poor areas have been bulldozed and the people put in apartments elsewhere – a solution that, “surprise, surprise,” often backfires. We actually drove by one shanty town in Casablanca that still exists by the sea, but saw that it was being squeezed out by surrounding luxury development.


On the following day we walked around Rabat by ourselves and congratulated ourselves on neither getting lost nor run over. The traffic around these walled areas is formidable. Crossing the street in all the cities was a problem. We stood next to people who were preparing to cross and followed them, particularly women with children. In Marrakesh a man came up and helped us to the other side of the street. Indeed, so conditioned were we by then to giving tips for everything, Irving reached into his pocket, but the man declined to accept anything. Generally, once one steps into the road, one dodges cars and hopes for the best. There are no stoplights to help. We actually became adept at standing in the rushing traffic and not panicking. 

While we were alone, though, we were almost continuously shadowed by people wanting something from us. One person passed us and snarled, “I want to smell your money.” As darkness approached in Rabat, we thought it better to get closer to our riad and find a place to eat. Irving stopped to ask a shopkeeper for a recommendation. One of her customers welcomed us to Morocco, gave us a free large bottle of mineral water (because of sewage problems, it is better not to drink tap water), and pointed to an alley where, she said, there was a good restaurant. We found the narrow street, but no signs, just heavy old locked doors. Eventually I smelled food, so we approached a door, and a woman came out to tell us we should enter through an adjoining portal. Once more it looked as if we were going into a dark cave, but as soon as we stepped down and round a corner, we beheld a magnificent open tiled courtyard with fountains and, as was often the case, an expensive menu. Most of our meals were more costly than the Rue Franklin – be warned.

Here I should probably say something about the food we ate. I am suffering now from eggplant withdrawal as well as from a lack of couscous and lamb – and the nuts, the honey, the spices, the tangines (a slowly cooked stew with caramelized onions, prunes, figs, almonds, spices, raisins, and lamb or chicken). I know now why Moroccan food is coveted and why people sometimes go on holiday and stay at riads where they take cooking lessons. I also liked the almond pastries we had with mint tea, and, oh yes, there were the bastilles, a thin layered pastry in which there are nuts, spices, rabbit/pigeon/chicken, egg, lemons sprinkled with cinnamon and sugar; and how could I forget the array of olives and salads. And the soups flavored with saffron were also delicious, and so were the couscous dishes. The French bread for breakfast, the crepes, the Berber breads were good too. We did not get sick. (Just in case, I religiously kept two chewable immodium tablets in my pocket.) In Marrakesh we stayed away from the restaurants and ate in the large square crammed with humanity where, at night, there are outdoor food booths. We avoided those offering boiled goats’ heads. Thanks to our guide we learned to go to booths #31 (for sausages) and #14 (for fish). Local people ate here. The food was cooked over open fires tended by an active, yet good-tempered, staff. Customers sat on uncomfortable narrow benches and either ate with their hands or used the bread as a utensil. So popular were these booths that we quickly learned to stand behind a person eating, and then when the person stood up, climb over the bench and take a seat. There was no shoving, but an understood etiquette. At the fish booth, the cook lifted the fish and the potatoes out of the boiling fat with his bare hands. Another cook skillfully slapped down plates of tomato chutney and eggplant caviar (my weakness). One did not linger. Hunched over, one ate, appreciated, and left so that the person behind could sit too. Here the food was a fraction of what we were paying elsewhere. 


During our time in Rabat, we also visited an area that not many people take the time to see: Chellah, a Roman ruin from AD 40. It was a quiet place with hundreds of storks nesting on the tops of columns and many cats (as in Rome) living among the stones – the caretaker feeds them. In the spring, the wild flowers among the ruins must be lovely. When one comes to a place like this, one is reminded of how complex the history of Morocco is. Indeed so intrigued was I with this site that on our way to our next stop, Fez, I asked to take a detour to an area I had read about in the Lonely Planet Guide (not on our itinerary): Volubilis, a UNESCO World Heritage Site since 1987. This 40-hectare area was one of the Roman Empire’s most remote outposts (initially built in 2 and 3 BC to cultivate grains for the empire). At one point the place housed 20,000 Romans. There are many mosaics left in situ (or exposed); there are remains of houses, temples, and arches. It sits up on a hill and to say the least is dramatic, particularly when the sun breaks through the clouds over the valley below. Unfortunately its glory was somewhat compromised by a “guide” who insisted on taking us around. Rather than telling us about the site, he kept pointing to the village where his children live. We were also trailed by a man who insisted that his mother had made the hats (manufactured in China) he was trying to sell us. In such a setting, we would have preferred to wander alone. 

From the ruins we could look over and see, 5 km. away, a small town, Moulay Idris, built on another steep hillside. The town contains the tomb of the great grandson of the prophet Mohammed. Moulay Idris is the equivalent of Mecca for many Moroccans and is, consequently, one of the country’s most important pilgrimage sites. I found it disorienting, yet intriguing, to see two distinct cultures sit on adjoining hills. Apparently until the coming of Islam, Romans and Jews also lived here and spoke Latin. On the way out of Volubilis I saw a man bring his mule and load its back with the grasses that grow among the ruins.


We were fortunate that by the time we reached Volubilis, the heavy, heavy rains decided to stop. The structures would not have been visible and our exposed bodies could not have withstood the downpour’s doggedness. On this journey east to Fez we also briefly stopped to look at the palace walls of Meknès. I took a picture and got back in the van. By late afternoon we were in Fez and once more staying at a riad in the old medina. This one, Riad Scheherazade was the stuff of fantasy and grander, though showing more signs of age, than the previous one. It had been built in the early nineteenth century and had been used as the Italian Embassy. Once more we rang the bell that was to the right of the large door; a person appeared, took our bags and pointed to blue and white tiled steps that led down a dark passageway to an immense courtyard also tiled in white and blue. This courtyard, far more extensive than our previous residence, had palms and trees that reached more than three stories high – at night the sparrows gathered and sang; there was no roof; there was a large swimming pool, a terrace with sofas and a sorry bar. (One cannot drink in public, except in certain restaurants and hotels.) Around the courtyard there were rooms. 

The manager took one look at Irving struggling down the dark steps and declared that because of his age he must have the ambassador’s room on the ground floor. So off we slid across the glistening courtyard and entered through bolted doors into our room, almost the length of a city block, and all tiled in patterns with high painted ceilings, iron-covered chandeliers, 25-ft. long curtains that must have been the gift of Queen Victoria (horrible things with tassels and fringes), sofas that ran around the corners of a third of the room, and a table. At the other end of the room we stepped into a bathroom containing two sinks with golden (but wobbly) faucets, a deep bathtub and thick towels. The bed had four posters (Irving succeeded in knocking his head on one of them). We learned to love this room with its immense doors and shutters, especially after we discovered that the staff would bring us breakfast on silver trays, and we could eat sitting on our harem-like couches. 

Because of the heavy rains, we actually spent more time than we had intended in our Ambassador’s suite. It was cold. We sat in two pairs of socks, hats, and down jackets (meant only for our return to Buffalo). There was not much to do, so I read a book (again in very, very bad light) that a friend had given me. The book was slightly strange and did not help me feel any more normal. It certainly seemed to complement the maze of tiles and patterns that had invaded my confused consciousness, and was later to create nightmares for Irving. Grade B Films came to life here. The shapes of our bodies became giant shadows on the gold curtains; hooded men lurked in dark corners of the riad (one form of dress is to wear a long tunic with a pointed hood – these men had gone to fetch the sofas out of the rain), and footsteps echoed in the courtyard. Indeed throughout our time in Morocco, we often crept down dimly lit alleys at night and came across women wearing full-face covered veils or men lurking in their ankle-length robes with silk buttons down the front (jellabas), standing with an espresso outside their doors or saw a figure lurk from around a corner, heard a cat squall in the distant darkness, and watched a shadow of a lamp cross our path. This was the landscape of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.
I think, with the exception of one or two German guests who seemed to stay just one night, we were the only people there. At the restaurant we had three uniformed waiters each. (Memories of being in Crimea during off season came back.) At dinner I started to see a man with swept back hair who kept appearing wearing his cashmere coat and scarf fashionably draped over his shoulders. I guessed he was the owner. He smiled graciously to us, and eventually Irving engaged him in conversation. It turns out he’s a Lacanian psychoanalyst! He is extremely rich and owns a large villa in the new town. We wondered why he spent so much time at the riad. (We figured out that Lacanian sessions are known for their brevity!) He also teaches at the university. He arranged for a lutist to come and serenade us with Mozart at dinner. At this riad I tried to use the computer for the first time. I was taken down to a cave of an office in the basement and found the filthiest keyboard known to humanity. I soon discovered that the keys were not what I was accustomed to and the backslash, which Buffalo State logon requires, was not available. Also the space bar had to be bashed twice in order to function. I decide to give up on e-mails and let what might be, be.

Eventually the rain stopped and a guide took us through the labyrinthine streets of the famous medina of Fez. Once more one goes through a gate and then follows a maze of passages (more narrow even than in Rabat) down a hill. If one gets lost, they say just go up hill and eventually one will find one’s way out. We passed by fountains with running water from which donkeys drink and in which people wash their hands and feet before entering the mosque. These fountains have intricately patterned mosaics.

The passageways are chock full of merchants standing or sitting in their cave-like connected spaces selling everything from deodorant to goats’ heads. There were people making bread, and hundreds of artisans pounding out exquisite copper and brass trays, people making shoes, dying leather, selling spices, displaying antiques, holding up live chickens, carving wood, exhibiting pigeons in cages (for eating), selling Berber rugs, offering buckets of snails for cooking (these snails were trying to get out), displaying cages packed full of tortoises for food and decoration, and shaping silver teapots in the form of a camel. One sees girls sitting in rows for three hours per day embroidering table cloths, people dying clothes so as to make them appear fresh, and salesmen standing behind alluring displays of spices, olives, dates, pomegranates, figs, oranges, silver, gold, wood work, carpentry, and ornamental iron. These were scenes straight from a Brueghel painting. The sounds that are silent in his paintings found their voices here. Occasionally above the hammering of the metal workers, the chatter of the merchants, and the clucking of hens, I heard the calls for prayer. Always the pressure was to come in and buy, buy, buy. It was impossible to stop and look without someone inviting one in. Here there were a few, tense-looking tourists (mainly Europeans – did not meet one North American) as well as seething crowds of local people. (Sometimes it was difficult to take a picture for there was no space.) One kept moving with the flow (except Irving who would lean up against a wall and open his Arabic dictionary trying to hunt for a word), and one kept brushing against all sorts of people as well as loaded donkeys and mules bringing in supplies. One had frequently to jump to the side so as not to be knocked down by the donkey’s panniers and cans of propane on its back. And one slowed down for crippled people and the blind begging in the alleys. 

Among the sights for which I was not prepared was an elevated view, from a gallery, of men putting leather into huge vats of dye. These workers stood in these vats up to their knees. (They, in turn, suffer from poisoning.) The area was immense. In addition to the chemical additives, there are natural ingredients such as pigeon dung for making the hides white, saffron for yellow, and poppies for red. The scene is noisy, busy, and medieval. The smell is nauseating. At the door, the shopkeeper hands out sprigs of mint to hold under the nose. Because it was cold, we were told, the stink was less offensive than in summer. Then it must be unbearable. Throughout this walk I was glad to have my hiking boots, for the cobbles were uneven and the muck sometimes a little unpleasant.

In the afternoon we did venture out on our own so as to explore yet another old market neighborhood, the Mellah (the old Jewish quarter), which has balconies instead of barred windows. (Jewish women, of course, were not required to remain hidden.) We found our way through a less tangled, but still complicated, set of narrow streets and asked to find the old synagogue. We went in, and paid someone to show us around. There is still a minion to keep this place running. (Most Jews – I believe 6,000 – now live in Casablanca, the center of commerce and international trade for Morocco.) When we exited, a man spotted Irving and came running up declaring, “I am Jewish; I speak Hebrew.” Irving fell for it. The man said, “I shall show you another synagogue.” Recalling this line in the USSR where, as a result of such a declaration, we got mixed up with the black-market, I resisted and tugged at Irving’s sleeve. But wishing it were true, Irving went on. Promising to show him another synagogue, the man took him into an extremely dark, winding, and narrow alley. I did not know what to do. I simply stopped and refused to go on. Eventually Irving turned around, saw I was not there, and came back with the man in tow. When the man saw me, he ran away and fast. I think that was a close one. Afterwards we found our way down another street to the Jewish cemetery. Again, an alert man saw our eager/confused faces and approached us while claiming to be a guide and the son of the cemetery caretaker. Neither was true, but he persisted and stayed with us while we walked around the cemetery – a moving scene with white-washed humped stone graves sloping down a hill. They date back to the 16th C. and end with a few from the 1980s. The place is beautifully kept. 

Our “official guide” took us out of the cemetery and asked if we wanted to eat at an inexpensive place. He took us to a local restaurant. We thought we were rid of him, but we soon discovered that he was waiting for us at the end of the meal and was taking a cut from an inflated price. We paid him off to get rid of him.

While we were in Fez we saw beautiful old places of learning where Islamic scholars had once lived, the walls and the official entrance of the King’s palace, and we saw parts of the new city. The seeming disjunction between the old and the luxurious, high-tech modern was something with which I had difficulty. The contrasts were too extreme. Only the donkeys with their alluring long eyelashes (Stevenson’s “Modestine” came to mind!) seemed to be able to manage to plod daintily through both and know where they were. From Fez we also took two short side trips. One was to Sefrou, which had once been among the largest of the Jewish communities. With yet another guide, who warned us about pickpockets, we walked down the mud-filled market streets and looked at the galleries above. Nearby was a well-preserved Jewish cemetery nestled in the fields. As I walked around the graves, the sounds of the call to prayer came from the neighboring mosques. 

The second trip was to Bhalil, a Berber village washed in pastel colors (white, yellow, pink, and blue). We wound our way up the hill and through the winding narrow passages and steps. I took pictures of women washing clothes in communal waters and carrying the laundry on their heads; I took photos of children running up the stepped-streets. The occasional hooded men lingered outside a shop or stopped to chat with a friend. Here our official guide found a broomstick so that Irving could more easily manage the wet steps. He invited us into his home. We entered through a wooden door into a painted cave (painted three times a year), which is the salon of the house. While we sat on long settees, his wife fixed us mint tea and we talked. In the corner was a small TV and stacks of pillows. The rest of the house is built on top of this cave. The cave becomes a retreat in the hot summers.

After four days in Fez we started early (8 a.m.) for Marrakesh. The drive was to be nine hours long and pass through the Middle Atlas mountains and then follow the High Atlas range. Along the way we drove through Ifrane, a Swiss village built by the French in 1930. Now an exclusive university (Al-Akhaasayn), partially subsidized by Saudi Arabia, is there. Our driver explained: “only the rich and beautiful need apply.” Eventually we came down from the Middle Atlas range and for hours followed a straight, flat road from which we could see the High Atlas peaks with their snow. We passed by hundreds of olive groves. Migrant workers were shaking the branches of the trees so the last of the season olives (the black ones) could drop onto canvas sheets that in turn would be collected and sent down the road to the presses. As we drove by, I could smell olive oil in the air. I also saw shepherds tending small flocks of sorry-looking sheep and the occasional goat. (Dogs are not used to keep sheep in line.) In this partially parched stretch, I wondered what they find to eat. Often they forage on the sparse grass verges by the road. We also drove by plantations of Eucalyptus trees (bad for the environment) and cedar forests – all single growth. On one particular stretch I saw a single man praying on his rug in the midst of a bare panoramic landscape, and at another point I saw over a hundred storks gathered near a reservoir in order to catch trout. We passed through rough looking frontier villages with their flat-roofed earthen houses and towns where men gathered in coffee shops and sat in chairs watching the world go by or soccer matches on TV. Women walked along carrying children on their backs. Scrawny dogs wandered in and out of the people.

Nine hours later, we wearily pulled into Marrakesh. Our riad was inside the large medina, which is closed to traffic after four o’clock. The result was that our driver called the manager who arranged to have a cart (pulled by a man) come out to the van, put in all our luggage and drag it and lead us to our inn. Slightly dazed from the motion of the van, we followed our cart through a square larger than any I have ever seen in all my travels and jammed with thousands of people. It was like walking through Ben Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair. We passed by snake charmers supposedly calming their cobras with oboes and drums [the horror is that these snake charmers sew their snakes’ mouths shut and infection sets in], musical groups, castanet clad water sellers wearing the most extraordinary hats, fortune tellers, healers, henna painters, carriages drawn by horses, Barbary apes, squeezed oranges, spice vendors, smoke from the barbecue booths, acrobats, false teeth salesmen, vendors of souvenirs, and spots of light. In semi-darkness we did our best to keep up. Motorcycles (allowed) and bicycles rushed by us in the dark. Women with babies drove motorcycles that brushed our shins, donkeys carrying goods threatened to crush us, and people and more people coming and going, talking, laughing, and, at one point fighting, were just part of the scene. 

Eventually we came to the end of the square and entered a narrow market street with its booths, restaurants, pastry shops, and stalls selling jewelry and walmart-type sweaters, and then at the sign that said “Pharmacie” we turned right into a long, narrow dark alley and followed it until the end and there, on the right, was our riad. (Finding our riad means finding a blank wall with an ill-defined door in it, not a separate building – the buildings are continuous.) Once more there was a bell (it sounded like a canary singing); we rang and entered a courtyard of Wedgwood green, a beautiful pool, and tranquility. We did not tip the cart man enough; we still had not learned just what was expected. We ascended spiral stone stairs, got to our room and collapsed, unpacked, and then asked where we could eat dinner. So we went out into the square, found the restaurant, climbed the dark stairs, and took a seat that overlooks the main square named Djemaa el-Fina (assembly of the dead). In the 11th century the area was the site of public executions. We watched the madness from above and for a moment thought we were free of it until the belly dancers emerged and wound round our table. Irving was disgusted and turned his back (and so did most of the male Westerners there), but the Western women smiled and enjoyed it. It was a useless show and not very alluring. The staff did its best to drum up some enthusiasm, but it was just not coming.

The next day I had a tranquil breakfast in the courtyard. Modest drops from the previous evening’s shower occasionally splashed in the pool; birds perched on the balcony. We met the guide at 10:30 and started round the Medina (this one has 80 fountains and has a 16km circuit). It is flatter but more intricate and extensive than the one in Fez. Sometimes the alleyways open into courtyards. In a way it was easier, but the bicycles, the motorcycles, the donkeys, the mules, and the people kept on coming. And finally it was hot. The sun was shining. Soon we learned to manage the squeeze and the stress of crowds. In one of the squares we went into a disappointing palace museum (the building was extraordinary and so was the cost of admission) and spent time in what had been a dormitory (132 rooms) for the old theological and legal college (Ali ben Youssef Medersa), founded in the 14th C., a magnificent structure full of cedar carvings, high-lustre mosaics, tiles of various Arabic calligraphy (absolutely exquisite), and marble. We were not allowed into the mosque. I am afraid, though, that much of our guide’s energy went into trying to get us into rug studios and antique shops to buy. Irving tried to explain, but I think the guide sensed that Irving was really interested in getting a rug. In the end he did. This morning (in Buffalo) he opened it up and thought it a rag! The guide also thought Irving wanted an antique, so made appointments at the most dreary and expensive shops I have ever been to.

By ourselves we walked outside the medina and tried to explore. Once more the traffic was difficult and we were forever asking directions for places we did not know the name of. After passing through back streets that were more like auto repair shops and buying water for Irving who was sure he was about to suffer from a heat stroke, we did eventually find our way to a 16th C gate upon which storks had built there nests; walked by a couple of mosques, and for a special treat (for me) went, in a rather bedraggled state, to the splendid Mamouia Hotel. The guards did not want to let us in, but I flashed my Nikon camera, and that said “money.” The place is splendid and intimidating beyond description. We had a long discussion about how one dresses down as a rich person. We sipped very expensive drinks in the garden, watched the rich and famous pass by, and left. At another point we passed a cyber park and went to visit the jardin Majorelle where Yves St. Laurent had lived and which the painter Jacques Majorelle designed. It was a thoroughly depressing experience, especially when I realized St. Laurent’s ashes are scattered there and one is supposed to stand before a Greek column in reverent silence.

There were two refreshing trips outside of Marrakesh, especially the one to a Berber village with its red-mud houses built into the sides of the lower hills in the High Atlas. We passed by a school where we heard the high-pitched voices of children learning the Koran by rote, and watched other children playing in the alleyways on their way to classes. We were invited into a home made of red earth. The cow, the donkey, and the lamb lived on the first floor; on the second were two kitchens and a living area, and in the middle a courtyard. On a wall on the second floor is a beehive. The Berbers have their own languages. Because there was originally no standard written language and because they were nomads, the Romans thought them to be Barbarians – hence, the name Berber. But, in fact, the people have a rich tradition of poetry, music, and art dating back to 500 BC. Now more than 60% of Moroccans call themselves Berbers and the languages are spoken by up to 15 million people. Under King Mohammed VI (the present King), the ancient written Tifinagh alphabet is being taught in some schools. According to the Lonely Planet Guide, within the next decade Berber will be taught in public schools across Morocco along with English.

The second excursion was to a higher village just a four-hour walk from the tallest mountain in Morocco, Jebel Toubkal (over 4,000m.). The road up was a narrow winding mountain pass where one could not see what was coming round the corner. With a really charming, gentle guide, we walked from the village up, up to an inn which looked right out on the mountain. The inn is owned by the British who have joined with the community to improve schooling in the village and to keep alive the old art of herbal medicines. Each village has a woman who knows the herbs and advises what to take if one is ill. We sat and drank tea. Then for an hour or so we walked a circuit from the inn and gently down through the village, over a stream, and passed women washing clothes in the stream. On the way, I saw a woman rubbing her gums with the bark of a walnut tree. It is thought that the juices stimulate the gums and make them healthy. The air was lovely. I wanted to keep on going. Except for a few walnut trees and terraced crops, these higher areas are treeless and one can see the long narrow paths that lead to villages. The paths are inviting. From this spot, one can trek across the mountains and down into the desert. That takes 24 days. One can also go on shorter treks. After this experience it was difficult to get back and sit in the van. I had had a taste of being on my feet and feeling the ebullience of the mountain air.

On another day we also went into a fertile valley where there are hills and views of the mountains. 

In the end I was sorry to leave the madness of Marrakesh, but it was time to go, place our luggage in the cart, meet the van, and drive four hours north to Casablanca. On the way we stopped at a country market and walked around in the mud with our driver. It was a real country scene with goods laid out on canvas sheets and potatoes covered in clumps of earth. Donkeys that would carry the goods home were parked and waiting. We also passed by people standing on the edge of the road selling live hens and organic eggs (at 3 dollars per dozen). Eventually we came into the bustling, horribly polluted city of Casablanca. Before going to our hotel we drove to get a view of the rough sea and to catch a view of a grand white mosque that was recently, at taxpayers’ expense, built over the sea, a most daunting sight. When one prays, one looks through the glass floor to the sea. People were flocking towards it. We were not allowed in; we would have to go on a special tour. After settling in our room, we decided to walk around, but found the city streets to be dingy, polluted, and confusing. That night we went to Rick’s Café, a place founded by an American diplomat who copied the set of the café from the 1942 film Casablanca. Even the light fixtures and the shapes of the tables imitated those in the film. We took a petit taxi there, and I indulged the fantasy of the film (which, by the way, was running continuously in an adjoining room). To make it more perfect a jazz pianist played. All I needed was Humphrey Bogart. I bought a poster to hang in my office.

Exhausted, confused, and delighted by it all yet feeling I had not learned as much as I could have, I went to the airport leaving behind a country with some sense of its complicated history and continuing complexity. Security at Casablanca was repetitive – I cannot recall how many times I had to show my passport. Also I was put in a lady’s tent and given a body search. The security lady also took my 3 oz. containers of expensive cosmetics. I think she has a business on the side. I saw quite a stash of goods by her side. The flight back was intriguing because the plane was full of people from neighboring African countries (Casablanca is a sort of hub and offers a direct flight to New York). One gets a glimpse of the movement of people and the flood of immigration. One more fully realizes that there are just too many people in the world and how thoroughly we are ruining it. Back in Buffalo, I walked through Wegmans and thought how dull and lifeless the food looked. The trays of olives were only pretending to be olives. Now my hope is to go to the Tunisian Diner on Hertel Avenue and at least try revive some memory of the tastes. Irving returned thinking that maybe it is possible to learn Arabic after all.
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