
 

 Moroccan Impressions. 

 by Herb Windolf 

 

In March of 2001, together with a couple of friends, I traveled through Morocco 

with O.A.T., Overseas Adventure Travel. For personal reasons my wife, Ute, had 

decided to cancel her participation shortly before departure, but had always remained 

interested in experiencing Morocco and its cuisine. 

So, in April of 2010, together with another couple of friends, Matt and Roseann, 

whom we had met on an earlier trip through New Zealand, we ventured off again with 

the same organization for a repeat of my earlier trip. 

Royal Air Maroc took us to Casablanca, where we were met at the airport by our 

trip leader, Aziz Kebiri, wearing the customary jallabiyy, a frock-like garment. A faint 

memory of his name and appearance triggered a series of questions: “Did you, or do 

you live in Fez?” “Yes”. “Do you have a daughter 13 or 14 years old?” “Yes.” “Do you 

have a BA in English literature?” “Yes.” 

Then we hugged! Of all ten of O.A.T.'s Morocco guides, I had ‘found’ Aziz once 

more! Kebir, also spelled Kabir,  in Arabic means ‘large;’  al-akbar is its superlative, 

the ‘greatest.’ This is what I called Aziz by trip’s end: Aziz al-akbar! 

He continued saying: “I have now two more children.” Knowing that he leads ten 

tours each year, and takes another three exploratory trips to scout out new places to go 

to  for 14 years now, I asked: “How do you get more children?” “By cell phone,” came 

the response. And, yes, he was using an iPhone – but only for making trip 

arrangements. And mobile phones were everywhere. I saw a shepherd with his flock in 

the field  using a phone.  

Morocco is a country in transition, in social matters as well as public works 

works. One finds women covered in veils, and in the cities women dressed like 

anywhere else in the West. And teaching the young has great priority. The young 

Moroccan king Mohammed VI, has married a commoner with a Ph.D. in computer 

science. A picture of the king can be found in all public buildings, but I noticed at least 

six different images; on two of them he even looked pensive. This is very much different 

from dictatorships, where the head honcho’s image is always the same, looking more or 

less sternly down on his subjects. Bridge and road building goes on across the country, 

and Moroccans, having worked or working in European countries, invest their savings 

by building houses across Morocco. However, since real estate taxes need only be paid 

once the building is finished, most don’t finish it and leave an upper floor open to the 



elements.  

In Casablanca we viewed a magnificent mosque, designed by a Christian 

Frenchman. The building looks more like a church than a mosque. We walked the 

beach promenade, had tea at a beach-front restaurant, and stopped at Sam’s Cafe of 

Humphrey Bogart and Ingrid Bergman fame. 

Then we drove on to Rabat, Morocco’s capital city. We stood before the 

magnificent entrance gate to the royal palace, visited the Medina, the old center of the 

city with its Souk, the market, and the lavish mausoleum of Mohammed V, and 

Mohammed II’s father, Hassan II. It was designed by a Vietnamese architect. A huge 

mosque, its construction began in the 1200s, was never finished and most of it was 

destroyed in the 1755 earthquake that also leveled Lisbon. Only its 145 foot tall minaret 

remains standing. 

At Rabat’s outskirts we viewed the ruins of Chellah, known to the Romans as 

Sala Colonia. The Almohad dynasty used the ghost town as a necropolis. One of its 

leaders, Abu I-Hasan, built, among other structures, a mosque there, which include his 

own tomb and that of his British-born wife and daughter. These structures, too, suffered 

severely from the 1775 earthquake.  

In a meeting room at our hotel, Aziz gave us a basic Arabic lesson. We learned, 

tried to remember, and later applied a few of the words, like ‘Balak!,’ watch out!, “Salam 

alaikum”, peace to you, and its response, “Alaikum as-salam”. Important was “Shukran,” 

thank you, which we subsequently used liberally. And then there was “Yallah!,” let’s go, 

important to keep the 16 of us going. “La,” no, was also important to get the many 

vendors to leave us be.  

And, like the names of many stars in our northern skies, Western languages 

have adopted numerous terms from Arabic, like “Sukar”, sugar, and al-Kahul, alcohol, 

telling that Islamic countries knew very well, despite the Qur’an’s urgings, how to 

produce it, whether as beer, wine, or spirits. 

And on we went to Volubilis, the ruins of an ancient Roman town, abandoned in 

300 AD. It was the westernmost Roman settlement, a military and trading post, at its 

height housing about 20,000 people. It features some magnificent mosaics. Its ruins 

were further collapsed by the 1775 earthquake, centered in the Cape Verde islands in 

the Atlantic ocean, that destroyed Lisbon. 

About 60% of Morocco’s population is Berber, with a small contingent of black 

people from south of the Sahara. The remainder are Arabs, who entered the country 

after the Berbers, who may be the descendants of Visigoths, the western Goths, a 

Germanic tribe. The Visigoths ventured, from what is today called Central Europe to 



sack Rome. From there, they moved on to France and Spain where they established 

kingdoms, with some tribes possibly crossing the Straits of Gibraltar. Today, the 

Berbers are more ‘liberal’ Muslims than their Saudi Arab brethren, as is usually the case 

for people living at the periphery of a religious system. And while Westerners call these 

people ‘Berbers,’ they prefer to refer to themselves as ‘Amazighs.’ 

The Moors, Amazighs, Saracens, as they are variously called, occupied Spain 

from the 8th to the 13th century, establishing there a vibrant, scholarly culture far 

beyond what Europe was producing at the time, with Muslims, Jews and Christians 

living peacefully side-by-side. After the remnant of the Moorish al-Andalus kingdom 

succumbed to the Christian onslaught in 1492, the attempt of the Spanish Crown to 

force the conversion of Jews to the Christian faith caused many of them to emigrate to 

Morocco and to Europe, contributing to the blossoming of the Renaissance. From the 

late 8th century to the 9th, the Saracens even occupied most of Provence all the way 

into Switzerland, providing a relatively more cultured environment than that of the 

surrounding Franks.  

We entered Meknes, and its Medina, there visited the Mellah, the old Jewish 

quarter, and a still functioning synagogue. We entered the immense vaults of Moulay 

Ismail’s granary, built by slaves, then stood before Ismail’s mausoleum. He was a cruel 

warrior king, but is considered one of the greatest figures in Moroccan history, who 

made Meknes his royal city and beat the advancing Turks to a standstill.  He was a 

contemporary of Louis XVI and tried to make Meknes the Moroccan Versailles. Ruling 

for 65 years, he is supposed to have fathered 889 children, 525 sons and 342 

daughters, a feat that would have required a more than daily ‘engagement’ of his. 

Meknes, and many other towns north of the Rif and Atlas mountains, are blessed 

by fertile soil, providing an abundance of vegetables, fruits and olives. Several rivers 

supply plenty of water and hydroelectric energy. 

Matt and Roseann wanted to see the ‘forbidden’ hill town of Moulay Idriss, so 

Aziz took us there. It was established by Moulay Idriss I, who is buried there in a 

mausoleum, a major pilgrimage site. The term ‘Moulay’ is roughly equivalent to ‘Saint.’ 

Idriss established the town in 787 AD, after he fled from the Middle East. He is the 

founder of the first Arabian dynasty and introduced Islam to Morocco. We walked the 

town to the mausoleum's entrance, which was barred at chest height by a 4x4 wooden 

beam, the limit of passage for non-Muslims. Imagine this at a European cathedral! And, 

for whatever reason, we saw a huge number of Mercedes taxis parked in town. They 

are called ‘German Camels’ in Morocco. 

And then came Fez with its ancient warren of a Medina and Souk, housing about  



600,000 people! Aziz, having grown up there, engaged a special guide, a very 

distinguished-looking man by the name of Hamad Ali, as a back-up to take us through 

this part of town. He was needed so that none of our group would get lost in its narrow 

crisscrossing alleyways, where only donkeys, mules and push carts are permitted for 

transportation. Here is where we liberally applied the warning “Balak!, Balak!”, watch 

out!, watch out!, and heard it from others when huge piles of materials were transported 

through the alleys and everyone had to step to the walls. 

We visited a store where delicate scarves are woven, worn by Tuaregs on their 

heads to protect their faces from the sirocco-borne sands. Except for myself, everyone 

of our group equipped themselves with at least one. Then, along another alleyway, 

steep stairs led up to a leather shop. At the entrance mint leaves were handed to us to 

cover up the penetrating odor of the freshly tanned leather. Having been at this store 

before, I must  say that I’ve never seen as many leather items as there. From a couple 

of windows on the upper floor one looked down on about 30 open tanning vats in 

different colors – a very picturesque site. In some, workmen were trampling the hides 

with their feet! 

Despite the many rugs we were shown at a cooperative, none of us decided to 

purchase one. A bit later we had lunch in the Medina. Before all this, outside the 

Medina, we viewed the ornate entrance to another royal palace, and visited a pottery 

place with ceramics galore.  

Aziz again showed the kindness of inviting all 16 of us to his condo, a setting not 

too dissimilar from Western interiors, except that a large formal room had sitting 

benches all around with a table in its middle. He introduced us to his wife, a teacher, his 

children, and live-in help. Here in Fez, we split up into three smaller groups, each being 

hosted one evening for dinner by a local city family. In our case, the host was a school 

inspector who travels the surrounding area, where he inspects every teacher for 

proficiency at five year intervals. We had plenty of questions for him, and he some for 

us, but when he mentioned that his three children attend private schools, and I asked 

him: “How so?,” he being a public school inspector, jokingly embarrassed, put a catalog 

in front of his face.  

The French occupied Morocco from 1906 to 1956. They built some infrastructure 

and in many cities what are nowadays called ‘new towns,’ as opposed to the Medinas, 

the old towns. During their 50-year occupation they never dared enter the Fez Medina! 

After Fez, we headed south instead of east, to and through the Middle Atlas, the 

Rif mountains. We stopped in Ifrane, a mountain town, where Aziz was once stranded 

for three days by snowfalls with an O.A.T. group. We took a walk through town, which 



looked like a European Alpine village. It had been a summer retreat for the French from 

the lowland heat, but also a ski area. And there was also another royal palace and a 

magnificent monument commemorating the last of the Berber lions killed there. 

And on it went, this becoming the longest drive of the trip – about 300 miles. It 

may not sound like much, but the two-lane, often winding road limited speeds to a 

maximum of 50 mph, and usually less. In the hills, the road was often ‘lined’ with jars of 

honey locals were selling. By arrangement, we stopped with a semi-nomadic family who 

served us tea in their winter residence, a dwelling made from various materials. In 

summer these people take their flocks of sheep - our host owned a ‘small’ herd of 400, 

as he called it – to higher elevations. At one time, we looked down onto a narrow but 

giant oasis about 60 miles in length. At a lookout, Ute was approached by a little 

Moroccan girl with a digital camera asking her to stand next to her mother for picture 

taking. The evening found us nearer the Sahara, in Erfoud, in the Riad Salam (Garden 

of Peace) hotel, a fancy-looking, cavernous place with a nice, big swimming pool. 

However, the rooms and their sinks did carry a peculiar odor. A cold beer by the pool 

side, shared with Aziz, was a consolation. 

The following day, on our way to the tent camp, we stopped at a place for an 

hour’s prearranged camel ride across the sand dunes. Upon its conclusion, we were 

hosted to a good lunch in the middle of nowhere. After another short drive – from Erfoud 

we now traveled in four Toyota Land Cruisers – we stopped at the abode of a music and 

dance group, the Gnaoua Khamlia, the Sand Pigeons. Well, to me they truly sounded 

like pigeons, but then, I may not be much of a music connoisseur. 

Just about all of us had stocked up on Moroccan wines in Rabat, some being 

very good, and most were intended to be drunk sitting around a fire the following two 

evenings at our tented camp at the edge of the Sahara. Well, the Sirocco was blowing. 

It starts in April. We spent a miserable night in our tents, the canvas flapping, with sand 

and dust coming in to grime our faces.  

By morning the wind had lessened and we took a walk across the sandy, rocky 

area to some nomads’ tent. In the afternoon, a cooking lesson was given in the dining 

tent, concentrating on the Moroccan Tajine, an earthenware saucer-like container with a 

conical hood of the same material. The Tajine comes in various sizes to feed one 

person or an entire family. First, some rice or precooked couscous is heaped in the 

dish’s center, then chicken, beef or lamb pieces are put on top – but no pork, a no-no in 

the Muslim world – to be surrounded by various vegetables, like onions, tomatoes, 

carrots, aubergine, zucchini, etc., with some preserved lemon topping the pile. Different 

spices are added, like saffron, cumin, cinnamon, salt, etc. With the hood on, the vessel 



is then placed on hot coals or a stove top and, voilà, after about 45 minutes a delicious, 

tender meal is ready to be served. 

Let me describe here the food we were served at various locations, whether in 

private homes, restaurants along the road, or in hotels. Except for some occasions, 

when we received a soup first – and always good bread –  a salad was never missing. 

It came  either in individual servings or on a communal plate, where each item was 

placed separately. It usually consisted of tomato, cucumber, potato, aubergine, carrots 

and red beets. This was often followed by some shish kababs, then, in turn, came a 

Tajine with either chicken, beef, or lamb and the accompanying vegetables. Oranges, 

apples, and bananas made up the desert, at times also cookies. 

Later that afternoon,  it was decided to return to the Riad Salam hotel in Erfoud, 

so as not to suffer another windy night in the tents. Nine years ago in March, in a nearby 

tent camp, we had fires in the evening, alas, no wine, and in the morning we climbed a 

giant sand dune to watch the sunrise. Not this year, though! 

 

The next day saw us on the road once more, now heading west, when we 

passed a group of semi-monads with their donkeys loaded to the hilt with the family’s 

entire belongings, including some chickens. Everyone had to get out of the cars and 

take pictures. The people were happy to accept some dirhams, the local currency, in 

compensation.  

We were now on the way to the Todra Gorge, a potentially scenic setting. 

Unfortunately, the road leading through it is under construction and tourist travel is 

overwhelming. It was a mess. A large hotel complex in the gorge dates its beginnings to 

its owner once living in a cave behind today’s structures and serving tea to tourists. He, 

supposedly, saved diligently and eventually was able to gradually build this fancy hotel. 

Today, in his nineties, he is supposed to live in Tinerhir. 

In Tinerhir we stayed at the nice hotel Kenzi Saghro on top of a hill, from where 

we overlooked the town and the community’s rich fields, watered by the river rushing 

from the gorge. On the afternoon of our arrival, some of our ladies and a couple of gents 

decided to try the Hammam, the baths, where the sexes, of course are separated. This 

is also where Muslims perform their major ablutions.  

We walked the narrow lanes through the fields, observing how the people lived 

and worked. Quietly – it was difficult to get our chattering group to fall silent – we 

passed through overgrown fruit and olive orchards, listening to the birds and the gurgle 

of the water in the small irrigation channels. From there, we walked up to a Duar, a 

community settlement of adobe structures. Next to it stood the ruins of an older Duar, 



abandoned years ago, when it became too cumbersome to maintain. Thus, its 

occupants simply built a new, extensive settlement next to it. 

Back in town, we first visited a girls vocational center, then ambled through a 

Souk and, lo and behold – a small red-light district. Continuing, we arrived at a school 

where boys from poor backgrounds are broadly  educated. We were served lunch in 

their refectory, with two boys joining us at each of our tables. These boys, from 12 to 18 

years of age, were very well-mannered, the older ones able to converse with us in 

French or English. I talked at some length with the school’s director and complimented 

him on his accomplishments. 

Later, we visited a Berber carpet store, run by a Tuareg family. Their spokesman, 

dressed in native garb and fluent in English, could be called a ham – jest intended – and 

came across as quite sophisticated. After his introductions, we were taken to a 

showroom – and now one beautiful rug after another was placed before our eyes, while 

we were served the customary mint tea, either with or without sugar. Walking into the 

room, I spotted a rug on a wall and, despite us having enough – I had purchased 

already two Berber rugs in Morocco nine years ago – I immediately fell in love with it. 

When I mentioned it to Ute, she had also already succumbed to its appeal. Well, what 

do you expect after being married for 49 years? I asked for its price and was given the 

equivalent of approximately $ 2,000. Knowing that, I walked over to Aziz and asked him 

for how much he thought I could get it for. He had earlier told us that, in most places, we 

could usually dicker down prices to one-third of the initially quoted price. He gave $ 800 

as a target price. Well, I got it for $ 775. We had it rolled up and it later went into one of 

our duffles. Some other members of our group could not resist either, and we must have 

left the store a few thousand dollars poorer, but richer in beauty, and having enriched 

some Moroccan people. 

In the evening, some of us ventured to a woman’s place, an expert in Henna 

painting. Precocious Ute went first and had the inside of her right hand decorated. Being 

a lefty, she was able to continue feeding and washing herself the first two days, until the 

application had properly set. Now, two weeks later, her Henna application is slowly 

fading. 

Leaving Tinerhir the next day, we stopped at a large house one could almost call 

a Kasbah, a citadel. Its owner had several wives and numerous children. There we were 

shown the baking of a ‘Berber pizza.’ This is a hand-flattened wheat dough upon which 

a small amount of various diced vegetables is piled, then wrapped in like a calcione. 

Then the ‘pizza’ was baked in a small, wood-fired oven in a very smoky room. It was 

delicious. 



Heading now towards the Dada Gorge we left almost all tourists behind. 

Eventually, we had to switch to two smaller local buses to maneuver the winding road 

through this picturesque canyon. 

On the return, we stopped at a large house, the home of an Imam, leader of 

prayers in the mosque. The building, with its very pleasing large room for social 

gatherings of the community, had been for generations in the Imam’s family. Many rugs 

were spread on the floor, with seating, as usual, around its walls. A substantial audio 

system in one corner and an overhead projector in another, indicated the technological 

facilities. At a few tables at one corner, the Imam’s brother, an Imam-in-training, served 

us lunch. An Imam, studying in a Madrassa, a school, must memorize the entire Qur'an, 

before he can be an Imam, a project of years.  

After lunch we were given the opportunity to ask the Imam questions of whatever 

nature. He described also that his function was elective and as much social as religious, 

and that he could be voted out by the community if his performance was found wanting. 

Neither of the two men spoke English, so that Aziz had to translate back and 

forth. The exchange, despite the sometimes incisive and not-so-incisive questions, was 

often interrupted by the two men’s and Aziz’s laughter. I could not help asking the 

question about the Qur'an’s position on atheism, citing what Salman Rushdie, an 

avowed Muslim atheist,  had experienced. The response of this man was, that the 

Qur'an frowns seriously on two ‘sins:’ atheism and neglecting charity to the poor. Well, 

depending on how one defines ‘poor’ these days, I might squeak through and, since an 

astronomer-friend has named an asteroid after me – I am already in the heavens. 

Among many other things, the Imam stated was, that Islam is a peaceful religion – that 

may be so – but all human enterprises – and religions are part of them – have failings. 

Contemporary Islam is convulsed by some of its failings, intolerant and not-so-peaceful 

expressions, which take more lives from among its believers than of Westerners.  

After another night at the hotel, we transferred back to a bus that took us to 

Quarzazate to a very Western-ambiance hotel, another Riad Salam, where rock music 

played in the central garden around the swimming pool, next to which we had our meals 

buffet-style. In the afternoon, our group, minus myself, were taken to a Berber museum 

and a Duar, whose tight-knit community, marrying only within, showed effects of 

inbreeding. 

In the morning, off again, we stopped at a substantial ancient Kasbah, named 

Kar of Aitbenhadou, the site where many movies were shot, among them ‘Lawrence of 

Arabia.’ Driving through the High Atlas, we saw its highest peak, Mount Toubkal, rising 

to 13,671 ft. It was a very scenic, also very winding drive. Marrakech now lay just 



ahead, which we reached that afternoon. 

Ah, Marrakech! Its history, its allure, its lively life! Once, it was the end point of 

the salt caravans, bringing rock salt from south of the Sahara, then worth its weight in 

gold. We were accommodated at the Hotel el-Andalous, the best of all the hotels we 

had stayed in, except that its buffet-style food was geared to the taste of the many 

French visitors, with few, if any, Moroccan items. It is just too much to describe all of 

Marrakech’s sites in detail. An early morning buggy ride took us into town, where we 

viewed the Koutoubia minaret, the Saadian tombs, the Bahia palace, then entered the 

Moorish spice market and a Berber pharmacy. A beautiful garden, Jardin Majorelle, with 

a profusion of subtropical plants and trees, and gorgeous bougainvillea, was restored 

and is now maintained by the Yves Saint Laurent estate. The garden also holds the 

dispersed ashes of the fashion designer. We also visited the well-adorned premises of 

an old Madrassa, where young boys once spent years of their lives memorizing the 

Qur’an, an arduous task that, if and when it had been accomplished, opened up various 

‘careers’ in public life. Their cells looked down onto the central court, where a large 

running-water basin was available for their minor ablutions prior to prayer: the washing 

of face, hands and feet.  

And then there was the Medina with its central open plaza, the Djemma el-Fna 

Square, where, during the day, some merchants and snake charmers, shaded by 

umbrellas, ply their trade. At night, this plaza turns into a magical place and, with its 

packed food stalls, becomes a meeting place of the world, where one can eat cheaply 

some exotic dishes, like sheep's heads, escargot, and whatnot. The food smells can be 

overwhelming, just as are the crowds of people. We did not dine there, but retired to the 

Dar Essalam restaurant, the Abode of Peace, as part of our ‘Mysterious Morocco’ tour. 

Its splendid Salon Marjane became fully occupied and we enjoyed, along with red and 

white Moroccan wines, some delicious local foods. A female dancer, balancing a tablet 

with several burning candles  on her head, made her way from a central dance area 

along the tables. She was followed by an attractive belly dancer, who did likewise, also 

to collect the guests contributions for her performance. Jerry, one of our tour 

participants, performed some gyrations with her. 

The evening concluded our common tour and ten participants left for home. Now, 

three couples, Matt & Roseann, Paul & Barbara, and Ute & I, were ready for our 

post-trip. A small bus, and, of course Aziz, took us to the Cascades d’Ouzoud, a most 

beautiful, high waterfall some distance outside Marrakech, where we had our open-air 

lunch in full sight of the falls. The path down to the restaurant and falls was lined with 

the stalls of merchants, hawking their wares. Ute was ‘hawked’ by a couple of items. 



On the way to the falls, Aziz spotted a market taking place in a small village and 

had our driver stop to visit this Souk, where farmers sold their produce and where just 

about everything else could be bought. Following his advice, we left all valuables in our 

bus, then walked the crowded lanes between the stalls. At one point, when Aziz talked 

with two of the merchants standing before us, Ute asked whether she could take their 

picture. They readily agreed, and Ute, thinking that she owed them a couple of dirhams, 

offered them to the two men. But they smiled, one waved his hand, reached into his 

pocket, and handed Ute two dirhams. It so happened that to the left of the two men 

stood a young woman, her palm outstretched for a handout, which now was quick in 

coming – the same two dirhams passing into her hand! 

Instead of being on our own the following day, we made special arrangements 

with Aziz for a ride to the Atlantic coast town of Essaouira, in the 1960s a hippie 

hangout. We stopped at a Women’s Cooperative along the road where they produce 

Argan oil from a tree nut. This very fine oil is used for cosmetic, medical, and cooking 

purposes. The establishments’ facilities ranged from very modern, the acceptance of 

credit cards, to primitive, where five woman were cracking the nuts with stone tools, 

then one grinding the mush to oil on a hand-turned stone mill – but it kept them in work. 

Aziz had told us earlier that in the traditional Berber communities, women, once 

married, were expected to bear children as soon as possible. If, after two years no 

offspring was produced, they were often divorced. They were then without support and 

could find it only by marrying an older, widowed man. 

It became a long drive, and when we arrived in Essaouira, a very strong wind 

was blowing in from the ocean, making walking along the shore and ancient 

fortifications not very pleasant. We took refuge in its Medina, where, among other 

stores, we visited one specializing in wood inlays using the root of a special tree. The 

work shown was exquisite in its detail and fit. It was much better than the ceramic and 

filigree work we had seen everywhere, which, at close distance can look rough, gaining 

its ornamental magnificence only from a distance.  

There was one more day left. Another bus ride took us into the mountain villages 

of Ouirgane and Asni. Before we had lunch at our host’s home, Ali, a guard at a nearby 

resort owned by a Frenchman, we rode off on a 45-minute mule ride, uphill along a 

narrow, winding, and very much overgrown trail which, for some distance, was also the 

bed of a small brook. It was fun, though, and our steeds were well-behaved. 

It was a ‘packed’ trip with memorable experiences, especially those where we 

were able to meet the always friendly people. The next morning Royal Air Maroc took us 

from Marrakech to Casablanca and from there back to New York.  



 
 

 PAGE 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 


