INTO INTERZONE

I didn't read Paul Bowles „The Spider's House" before going to Morocco. But I certainly will soon. I had read „The Sheltering Sky" and it moved me, inspired a definite an interest in the Arab world. Of course I think it was the Beats, particularly William S. Burroughs that got me interested in Tangier. Just across the stretch of water, the foreboding sounding Strait of Gibraltar, which separates South-Western Europe from Northern Africa. And so it was necessary to start my exploration of Morocco in Tangier, coming across the Strait on a ferry from Spain.

The ferry from Algeciras was intended to only take two odd hours, but after a delayed departure and then waiting at the Tangier dock for an hour, being shuffled from one exit to another before being allowed to leave, it ended up being nearly four hours before I set foot on African soil for the second time in my life. The boat's passengers, for all that I could see, were all people of Moroccan or otherwise African descent, with not a single other Whitey like me. I was surprised, but not upset at the absence of other tourists. But it did seem to contrast with my expectations from what I had read about tourism in Morocco. Perhaps really there are that many people too afraid to travel, especially to the Arab world, in these days of fear and loathing.

Just as it was by Burrough's literary suggestion that I wanted to see Tangier, so was it that I decided to stay in the same hotel where he wrote 'Naked Lunch.' Unfortunately, his room #9 at the Hotel el-Muniria was booked out, probably inhabited by a Burroughs-devotee of a degree higher than myself. I was able to get a room just down the stairs, a few doors down the hall.

But wait, I haven't even arrived at the el-Muniria yet, nor found the small, strange dank alley that leads up a secret stair past garbage to the street where the hotel finds itself. I'm still just minutes from departing the ferry and already petit-taxi drivers are anxious to whisk me 'downtown' for 5 euros, okay, okay friend, 3 euros, which sounds very funny to me considering my map indicates it is less than 500 meters. The ATM machine won't dispense money, or at least not from the French interface, perhaps from the Arabic one but I don't trust myself to try. I've got no local currency, and perhaps 30 euros in my pocket. I'm half-convinced the exchange places on the pier have an ATM-disabling deal with the banks, and decide to find a different bank downtown. It's a pity to start out with such a negative impression of a land, but then again, I wasn't in the country for more than five minutes before people were trying left and right to rip me off. And my first experience being called 'ALI BABA!' by some touts. But perhaps by my straight-ahead gaze and unaffected pace that could see that I wasn't worth hustling, just hassling. Time and time again, in any city of any size, I ran into fresh punks who got a big kick out of calling me 'ALI BABA'. Beard Man? Something like that. They always gestured to their face, swept four fingers and an opposing thumb down their jawline to the tip of the their chin, as if stroking a pointed beard, beaming a fat smile of ugly teeth when they would say it to me. Waiting for a reaction. Hell, I like growing a beard sometimes when I travel for a long time, and find it especially appropriate in muslim countries. And if for no other reason it makes me look like perhaps I didn't just get off the boat or the plane, even if, in fact I have. So I wasn't about to race off and shave just to prevent all the Ali-Baba-ing. I decided learning some Arabic insults would be infinitely more clever and amusing.

ALI BABA AND THE 40 HUSTLERS

The touts all hang out in clusters at the Tangier port. Picking their teeth and eyeing up the new arrivals. The hop to their feet and shadow you for a few paces. Try out clumsy French or English on you: What country? What hotel? Smoke, Smoke? Good stuff, man. The most I'll do is smile at them, idiotically, or perhaps answer them in German. They give up, go away quickly. In Tangier that is.

It's hot. Not that hot, but the back of my shirt is soaked with sweat and I'm thrilled to take off my pack, strip, and climb under the cold water of my tiled shower. I open the windows and lay on the bed. Children playing in the alley, street cats calling. The odd car or motorbike going by. There is a palm swaying outside my window. It's peaceful, but I'm getting hungry, and I want to experience my first Medina and Kasbah.

Back down the hill, around the bend, past the garbage that collects in the crumbling concrete passages. Out to the main street. A boulevard runs along the shoreline. Shouts, calls, beckoning at every block, every moment. Finally see a place that looks like a safe first Moroccan meal. It's dim and cool inside. I collect my wits, eat some pizza-like creation, drink a cold drink, and study the map.

Tangier was not much more for me than just wandering streets, day or night, feeling out the scene, taking in the sounds and smells and sights. The Medina was not so impressive but I knew Fes would blow it away for sure. The Kasbah was also somehow less than I imagined. Time and time again I would find myself getting to a place, a sight, a location I sought out, and wondering if I had yet arrived. Was I seeing what I was intending to see, or did it lurk yet around a corner, down an alley? Some places are strange like that. You never really know if you are 'there'... and conversely sometimes it hits you like a ton of bricks. You come around that corner and are standing in front of the Real Deal. Not always a landmark or something in a book or a map. And sometimes it's not part of a search, it just happens. A tense street quarrel, or five old men sitting silently on a bench, or a few wrinkled fellows crouched on a rug playing cards and drinking mint tea. A large storefront with Arabic writing and piles of sweets or trinkets. Or one after another boys walking around with a portable shoe-shine station. Or a cluster of veiled, concealed women meandering down a marketplace alley. Traveling, or at least adventure tourism in my mind, is the constant effort to maintain this kind of awareness. Otherwise your location is irrelevant. It's not affecting you, and you might as well be home, or asleep. But when I am somewhere and I am amazed, or at least with a heightened sense of awareness that I am not home, that is the real thrill, the real meaning and purpose for me. It is the opposite of homesickness, it is the desire and the want to see something new, be somewhere else. It is what the Germans call 'Fernweh'-the longing to be far away, to go away, to not be home. Not really only for escape, but for experience. Insight.

After a night in Tangier, and then breakfast somewhere on the edge of the Ville Nouvelle (New City) at a quasi-Parisian café, I pack my bag and head to the train station. I don't know what the schedule is, I'm not even sure where I will go. This kind of non-restraint, freedom, fills me with a sense of happiness. Of course, it means I could end up sitting at the train station drinking overpriced coffee and chewing crappy cheese sandwiches for the next three or four hours, or just turning around and coming back to the downtown if there really are no good trains for a while, but what the hell. I've got a book. I'm alone. No one is waiting for me, and conversely, I might run into someone interesting at the train station.

I end up on a train to Rabat. The train compartment is almost full at the start, after a few stops it, like all the other compartments is pretty much full. Spoken Arabic all around me. Luggage packed above head and below foot, blocking doors and floor. Thirty minutes into the ride the air-conditioning doesn't seem to be doing anything. It starts getting really hot in there. A teenage girl and her sisters offer me their paper fan to use, accompanied by a smile. I decline but then after their insistence do take it and fan myself a bit, fanning warm sweaty air onto my damp face. I have to change trains in Sidi Kacem, and when I get out of the train it feels like I have stepped into an oven. There is not a cloud in the sky, the earth is dry, orange, cracking. I pray Rabat is not this unbelievably hot.

MEDINA MEDINA O WILL YOU LET ME SLEEP

From the train station I walk a kilometer to the the Medina, the old city. It's late afternoon and most of the guesthouses have only shabby, depressing, or otherwise too large and expensive rooms. Tired and not intent to go to a sixth place to look, I take a tiny room in a back alley, second floor. Scarcely wider than the bed, fortunate to have an old sink hanging on the wall. The medina is more interesting than Tangier's. I walk around for a long time, taking a lot of photographs, smiling at a lot of children, generating a lot of attention from the locals. In the hours I see perhaps three other apparent foreign tourists. My fumbling French and four word Arabic vocabulary proves crippling. At nightfall I manage to stumble upon an eatery where I can make myself tangibly clear to the waiter. Yes. Food. Dinner, please. Sorry, no Meat. Vegetables. French and English and a lot of gestures, maybe I even moo'ed like a cow and shook my head 'No.' I'm served a couscous dish with some vegetable stew, a basket of bread, and a glass of fresh mint tea. It's not remarkable, but I'm hungry enough to eat it all and give the waiter and exaggerated thank you before disappearing out into the medina's passages again.

My first night in Rabat is my second night of poor sleep. There is a lamp outside my window, many bugs finding their way in, it's hot as hell despite laying naked on the white canvas sheets fresh after a cold shower. And there's the noise. Motorbikes, chatter, rusty metal gates sliding down, slamming. I feel alone, alien; but more than anything I just feel tired and uncomfortable and wish I could sleep. Sometime around three I think I fell asleep. And at six I awoke, staring at the peeling ceiling, unsure whether to get up or lie there with hopes of finding another dream before the morning sweat would come and hope for sleep would vanish.

The city is a sea of sound, waves of urban noise crashing on my tired aching ears. Armed with two coffees and a hat over my baking head, I wander the streets, find my way out of the medina and into the new city and find another room. Fourth floor, hopefully cooler and quieter than my first room. No singles, so I take double. More couscous, somewhere. But where, I don't know where. I don't know where I am. I go from one meal or glass of tea to the next, wait for the sun to go down so I can crawl back to my room and try to read, then sleep. I take a cold shower down the hall and sit out on the balcony to overlook the night town. I read for an hour, two, and feel like I could take another shower just to cool down. Instead I run cold water from the sink over my head, dry my hair shortly with the towel and sit on the balcony awaiting scattered breezes before getting back in bed again. Bugs biting me. Bugs I can't find when I turn the light on and comb the bed. The sheets really are just canvas, of the same texture and weight like I would stretch a canvas with. At two I think I manage to fall asleep. I was meditating on the memory of an old man muttering, humming a repetitive Muslim prayer. The sun beating down on his dirty white rags. He's sitting on a block outside the café in the Medina. I sleep.

At seven the room already feels like an oven on defrost, and I go back out to the streets. I watch the overfilled buses sputter by. Taxis rattle on. Cosmopolitan Rabat youth strut their stuff, eat their ice cream cones. I try to play it cool and walk around licking a cold soft-serve cone two. Occasionally I pass some curious Moroccans or smile or wave to me.

I managed to find a small bookshop with a fair amount of English material. I buy an Arabic phrasebook, which also has a short French chapter in it. And I spend a few hours at Rabat's Goethe Institut. After all it's been more than a week since I read 'Der Spiegel,' my favorite German newsmagazine. When I see they have Pork on the menu of the café there, I decide not to patronize them and instead go to a small coffee shop for my afternoon espresso.

At night, back at the room, I'm on the balcony mumbling to myself how I need sleep, and how it even looks more comfortable somehow for the teenage boy sleeping on sheets of cardboard on a trash-speckled rooftop below me. One more night of this and I'll crack. Do I go further south, farther from Europe and the accessibility of leaving Morocco in my dwindling heat-worsened depression? Or do I go north, already to Fes, and if it's good stay a week there, then maybe in the mountains a few nights and then on to Spain. After all I came here for Fes. The promise of a mad Madina and the thick of it all of Morocco. But Marrakech has an unknown charm to it, and a historical presence I feel I need to experience. If I can sleep, I promise myself, then I will go south, to Marrakech. And then somewhere on from there. Sleep comes.

LIKE PROZAC IN THE DESERT

In the morning I head to the train station. I buy water, snacks. Drink a coffee at the counter café and then head to a bench to wait for my train to Marrakech. We will pass Casablanca after two hours and if it looks interesting enough I'll get out and go downtown for a few hours before going back to the train. Layers of slums approaching Casablanca, and no sign of anything outstanding of the downtown, as the train sits stopped, loading at Casablanca's main train terminal. It's hot, and the air-conditioning on this train also seems to have gone out. In getting on the train I sat in the first compartment that had more than one empty seat it in. And in that compartment I saw other foreigners. We rode for more than an hour before starting to talk. By time we get to Marrakech, we're pleased to find we are heading to the same part of town, in fact to the same hotel. And we've made some plans to meet for dinner or at least breakfast in the morning. It's been four days since I had a conversation with someone that wasn't about a room or food. The woman from Madrid and the man from Milan, the young couple, they both speak exceptional English, probably on account of having lived and worked in Dublin for some years.

Upon arriving in Marrakech and seeing the activity, flurry of curious commotion, and combined with meeting Teresa and Sebastiano, I'm feeling markedly more optimistic about my two planned weeks in Morocco. The Medina is more intense and interesting than Rabat and Tangier. And in the evening the large square at Djeema el-Fna comes alive. The fifty or so wagons serving fresh squeezed orange juice are met by the arrival of snake charmers, medicine merchants, junk traders, performers, henna painters, fortune-tellers ...and about forty stalls and benches of impromptu nightly grill and fry gasoline-powered eateries. Approaching the vendors, the white uniformed mercenaries stream out to verbally tackle you. First the debate over what country you come from and what language to attempt. And the ritual of courtship, wooing you to sit at their tables, eat of their fleeting restaurants' food, and bask under their incandescent-bulb strings of flights strung up from pole to pole. I saw the exercise in many languages. Arabic, French, Spanish, German, Italian, even Japanese. Damn, I don't know how to say 'Squid' or 'Eggplant' in six languages!

Breakfast is at the hotel, lunch off the square somewhere, dinner on the square at the aforementioned stalls. Cheap olives in the medina. Fresh orange juice for twenty-cents from the stalls. Ice cream if you can manage the frantic queues. Hey, I'm into Marrakech. This is more what I came here to Morocco to see, to feel. I'm starting to meet or at least chat with a few of the other tourists. Apparently Marrakech is  - compared to the other cities I've seen thus far - much more of a tourist magnet, mecca, and hub.

The heat is somehow more manageable. Well, especially with an in-room air-conditioner. Usually I hate the things and the stale air they make you breathe all night. But after four nearly sleepless nights starting with the night bus out of Lisbon, I take the room with A.C. with a nod and sleep through the nights like a fat, happy eskimo baby. When the A.C. automatically cuts-off at 7:30 a.m. the room starts to get warm in 20 minutes. Time to get up and rinse under the cold shower again and start another basking day.

I meet two Australians, also a couple, who are renting a medium-sized car to drive south and then east, around and through the bottom of the High Atlas mountains. They want to see some canyons, gorges, desert landscape. Kasbahs and sights on the ways, a few smaller towns. Prior to leaving for Morocco I'd told myself I wasn't going to stray from major areas, particularly to go into the desert or into the mountains. But the lure is too great of three empty seats and a cheap share of the costs and go somewhere adventurous for two days. I manage to talk Sebastiano into coming along with us, but it's not until breakfast, just before walking to the car rental place that he gives us a final decision. Teresa must leave to head back to Madrid, she has to get back to work. So it's the four of us, Steve and Suse from Sydney, Sebastiano, and I who get into the Renault and head out of the city in baffling Marrakech traffic at 8:30 on that already hot morning.

BOULDER DASH and THE CHICKEN THIEVES

The roads start getting small and windy after an hour or two, not even too far of a distance from the big city. The small towns are unremarkable; mostly dirty, depressing looking places... women walking around in various stages of work, men often sitting drinking tea in the shade or squatting next to a building or curb. I don't know why it's like this, but it seemed to be an absurd equation-wherever we went, particularly in those two days, I saw women working and engaged in some kind of labor, and more often than not, men lounging about. Strange.

Stranger is the straggly characters who come out into the middle of the road when you try to drive by, they are waving large rocks, stones, and minerals at your windows, and they duck out of the way just before you would hit them. Trying to get you to stop, look at their silly wares. Every most scenic viewpoint in the mountains and passes seemed to be gifted with a souvenir shop or table of rocks. We drove past one desperate looking man, who appeared to need help with his automobile. He stood confused-looking before an open hood, and when we approached coming up the road he wandered to the street and tried to flag us down. Having been warned of a scam that sounds quite identical to this, we drove past. And the bastard didn't even wait until we were past and fully out of sight before he re-approached the hood of the car, slammed it closed, shrugged his shoulders and got back in his car to start it up! We laughed for quite a while, but it was also somehow sad to me that if he HAD really had a problem, it was a pity no one would help him.

We take a side road, head north down an older looking road, and after 9 km get to the massive Kasbah, literally an ancient city-village on a hill, at Ait Benhaddou. A few Hollywood films have been made here, since the place looks so old, so forgotten. I was excited to hear that both 'The Sheltering Sky' and 'The Last Temptation of Christ' were filmed around here. We wandered out of the car, not sure if we could trust, let alone understand, the small boy who seemed to be trying to extort a ransom from us should he watch and protect the car. We walked on and wandered up partially into the Kasbah, marveled at the bizarre structures and landscape, snapped some photos, and spied on some sleepy residents. Back at the car, the small boy, who had in fact not stayed with the car, but followed us half-way to the Kasbah was now turning up the intensity on his request for a few Dirham for 'watching the car,' which he could not truly claim to have done. The notorious puppy-dog eyes and I'm-gonna-die-of-hunger-in-five-minutes frown, which promptly vanished as soon as we shut the car doors and began to back out of the parking lot.

Most of the drive through this landscape was very lunar. Rocks and more rocks, dry, red, and orange earth. Dust filling the air. Very few other cars on the roads. Slow paced kilometers from one ghost town to the next.

Excitement struck in Ouarzazate, where we stopped to have lunch. Hungry and thirsty and confused we pulled up to the first tourist-receptive looking restaurant on what we thought was the main strip of activity in the town. Unfortunately, we were off by about a kilometer, as I'd misunderstood the map. Which would explain why the place we were now at looked at us like we were the first non-Arabs they had seen in a few months. After a minute of dual-directional complete lack of comprehension, we said Sorry and walked across the street to try and see if they understood the word 'Menu'. They did, and after some fumbling French and sparse English we'd ordered drinks and food for lunch. There was some confusion as to the price of the grilled chicken which was labeled on the French Menu as costing 14 DH (about 1.30 EU) and the price he repeatedly said and pointed to in my Arabic phrasebook, 18 DH (about 1.80 EU). But we seemed to agree on 18, in three different languages, primarily however with his saying, clearly, 'AEIGH-TEEENNN'.

Forty-five minutes later I was already finished with my boring as hell Vegetable Tangine, and the grilled chicken arrives. Never mind that we had just watched a man leave the restaurant, cross the street and go down two places and then return, avoiding our stares, with a small bag about the size of a small grilled bird. So the chicken is on the table, the 3 others indulge, remark how it is cold, cold like it came out of the fridge. Cold, as in the temperature which even our drinks are not and probably never were. No matter, hunger must be served. The chicken was eaten by my co-travelers, and shortly thereafter the bill arrived. Instead of the clearly spoken '18' now I see on the bill it written as '80' (about 8 euros) - the price you might just maybe pay at a top restaurant in a big city, but never ever, at some small town café in the middle of nowhere that serves only locals. In fact, back in Marrakech, even on the square one could get a HOT grilled chicken of the same size and appearance at the quite-touristed food stalls for 20 or 25 DH. Still a quarter what this joker was trying to take from us. As always happens, now he knew absolutely no English, asides from a now very clearly articulated 'EIGHT-TY! EIGHT-TY!' We tried to reason with the poor chap, in French, in English, from the Arabic Phrasebook, but he was insistent that his cold chicken costs 80 DH, more than most people earn in 2 days of working. I re-wrote the bill, even changing 18 to 20, giving him an extra 2 DH, re-totaled it and we handed him 50 DH, for a bill that was 110, but should have been 48 Dirham. Some would argue that you just pay the six euro difference and leave, not wasting the energy or effort or frustration for such a -by western standards- relatively small sum. But I'm of the strong conviction that allowing yourself to be duped, when you know someone is trying to swindle you, is not just about that small change difference. It's about every tourist that comes after you, and every local who will get pushed away because the merchant is trained his tricks will work and tourists are walking wallets.

We walk to the car, get in the car, and make to leave, but the waiter and two of his buddies come out to the street where we are about to pull out. They are telling us NO NO EIGHTY EIGHTY but we just keep saying SORRY BYE BYE, and we manage to calmly pull out and drive away.

The afternoon joke became that we were the STOLEN CHICKEN BANDITS or the CHICKEN THIEVES and that the police would be setting up road-blocks for us and there would be fat, sweaty Arab sheriffs to reckon with, or armies of rock-hurling Cold-Chicken-Avengers. Of course we were careful not to laugh too much, at least until after we got past Ouarzazate city limits-the little gate structure, however solely symbolic, before and after every town or city. And even then we knew the next day we would have to drive through that town again. It was hilarious, but there was also a certain air of uncertainty, concern.

Through more lunar Death Valley landscape and dust, we reached more small towns with squatting men and working women, and then the Vallee des Roses and town of El Kelaa M'Gouna, somewhat famous for selling every imaginable rose product- rose water, rose powder, rose oil, rose anything, with hand-painted signs Rose-ing up the place. Shortly before dusk we reached Boumalne du Dades, and in the dirt parking area, a scarab beetle bigger than my hand crawling on the ground. We chase it around a bit.

Our second attempt at finding a reasonable and price-worthy hotel was successful, we unloaded at surveyed the view of the canyon and valley from the terrace. Quite breathtaking. And the rooms are clean and good, we can't complain. Then we headed down to the downtown, one block away, where we found some cold drinks which turned into a long dinner on the roof-top restaurant and some conversation, laughs and photographs with a number of locals. Back at the hotel, we sat up rather late into the night talking on the terrace, a cool moon up in the dark sky. We talked of being away from your homeland for months or years at a time. We talked of work, careers, money, and social obligation. We talked of different customs and different languages and different attitudes. And then I went to my room and shut off the lights and heard the crickets and frogs doing their nightly duet as I read and then fell asleep.

- - -

The next morning we had breakfast at the same down the street café as the previous night. Back into the car and then we started driving north-east on the dirt roads. Little villages, dusty towns, people working in the fields, guiding animals, carrying loads. We pass a recently overturned truck in a ditch on the side of the road. Frightening.

The drive up the Gorge was nice, comfortable and spectacular visual stimuli. Through most of the winding roads a thin body of water flowed alongside the road. Small shops, even some hotels. I was a little sad to recognize then that we could have stayed the night somewhere outside of town. After a few hours of driving the windy roads through the canyon we decide we have reached the point where having a four-wheel drive car would be essential. We turn around and head back. Stopping next to the flowing water at one point there is a woman guiding her goats down the road. She picks up rocks and begins to throw them at the car! We get the message and being speedily to move on.

We drive slowly back to the town of Boumalne du Gorges, check out of our rooms, load up the car and begin the long dusty drive back to Marrakech. The lunar landscape seems somehow even more desolate than yesterday. We pass mirage like oasis time and time again, as well as Kasbahs off in the distance. Then we are back to the winding roads and street-walking car-threatening mineral characters.

Back into Marrakech we are completely disoriented. Using my compass and the map we try several times to navigate to something or somewhere recognizable. It's useless. If there are street signs, they are in Arabic usually. After one lap around town, or so it seems, we are back at square one and end up driving into the Medina. Which I was afraid might happen. The streets and packed and scarcely wider than the width of the car plus one bicycle sliding by. Children, women, shop men, everyone is walking about, crowding the streets of the Medina, and it's almost dinner time. We are driving into the maze and it's getting thicker and darker.

But wait, a boy on a bicycle appears at the passenger side window and asks us where we want to go. We tell him the train station, and he sets off telling us to follow. One tiny street or alley after another, and really we should not be driving here at all, there are rarely other cars and no one can appreciate it especially now. The boy darts down one path, the around a corner. We gingerly make the corners and follow the street past chickens, children, stores, and mini-mosques. When we exit the Medina we seem to know almost immediately that we are close to the Djeema el-Fna square. Knowing the car rental place is just around the corner we decide to botch the train station planned visit with the car, and go later with a petit-taxi to get tickets.

The boy of course scowls at our idea of what a nice tip for his help is, but then disappears as quickly as he had arrived. We are directed to park the car in a lot next to the office, which turns out to be a pay car park lot. By this time the woman who works the Car Rental comes down and starts telling us, yes, first we need to pay to park the car (!) and then to have the car washed. We tell her she's out to lunch and that the car isn't due back until the next day and we are returning it at an advantage to her 12 hours early. Of course the pressure to pay for all the extra costs dissipates after moments, we unload our bags, with two rounds, the first one somehow not feeling complete and  I went to check our car again and see that, indeed, my hunch and feeling of incompleteness was correct-as there is a full wallet laying on the back seat in the car we were just about to be handed over and left. Needless to say, the wallet's owner was very happy with my decision to have checked the car once more.

"Don't worry about. You can buy me a fresh orange juice on the square."

That night Sebastiano repeat the Djeema el-Fna eating ritual, allowing ourselves first to be lured by a good number of the places, just to see what they had, and to have some fun with the game. These guys do appear to either be really angry or upset should you not let them plant you on the bench in front of their grilled assortment, but no worries, they guys are just faking it and will happily move on to the next set of hungry looking passer-bys. 

S and I hang out up on the roof rather late and over look the activity on the square. We discuss politics and he tells me about Madrid and the Media, and I we talk about the U.S. led war going on in the Middle East and the upcoming 2004 elections.

Between sentences and cigarettes the sounds of the square drift in the night. Dozens of snake charmer recorders piping away, drums and strange percussion instruments beating rhythmically from the dancing people, lights of the vendors glowing shapes into the night, smoke lifting to the clear warm heavens from a hundred food stalls under the moonlit Moroccan sky.

1001 GUIDES THROUGH FES

The next morning I take the 09:30 train from Marrakech to Fes. The train passes through Casablanca, Rabat, Meknes, then finally pulls into Fes a few minutes late, sometime around 5 p.m. I'm excited to be in Fes, feeling like this is really the place I’ve been waiting for. This, I am hoping will be the Morocco that I've always wanted to see. So many stories I have read or heard about Fes. How it is a magical and mythical and insane place. Somehow in my mind I am expecting to be like Varanasi, in India, another ancient city, clusters of crumbling structures and interconnected with a myriad of narrow passage ways. Ancient and infinitely curious. A maze, a living labyrinth of humanity. And Fes proves to indeed be all of these things. But I could not have properly estimated just how insane and aggressive this place could be.

Upon arriving at the Bab Bou Jeloud, the gateway forking into the entrails of Fes' medina, the touts swarm like hawks to the red petit-taxis fresh arrivals from the train. It takes effort to reassert independence, stability, and get to the hotel without unwanted company. Within an hour of getting here, into the medina, I'm already witnessing my first altercation between several angry characters outside the hotel. There in the entry way, the broad opening square to the maze, the motley street crew gather themselves. The oldest is at most 18, however the average age is more likely 13 or 14. These street punks are ever so anxious to whisk you away for an unofficial guide through the medina. They chain-smoke cheap cigarettes plied from the foreigners, eternally eyeing up the square, waiting for new prey. One such hawk is relatively cleanly dressed, and his shirt even tucked into a pair of unwrinkled pants that fit. His slick black hair sweeps behind his ears and falls to his shoulders, cascading over the turned collar of a blue plaid button-up short sleeve shirt. His eyes hide behind dark sunglasses. A cigarette hangs cockeyed from his dry, parted lips, revealing a set of teeth cleaner and whiter than I expect.

He hits me up for the usual- a medina tour. "Maybe tomorrow?" he asks, but I insist "No," -- there is something about him that makes me not able to trust him. I can't place it. Then he asks me about my tattoos, asks to lift my sleeves so he can see the blue-black pictures there. With a sly smile he tells me how he’s got something under his sleeves, too. He pauses to take a drag from his cigarette, pulls it from his lips, then rolls up his left shirt sleeve to reveal sets of thoroughly unsettling raised scars, lines of mutilation that extend from the nub of his young elbow clear up to his shoulder. Seeing them it is impossible not to think of him or some friend of his with a knife, drunk, and slicing deep horrible, masochistic lines into his flesh. The faintest scarring of blurred, home-made needle and ink tattooing, some sort of Arabic script, crowns the collection of ugly, three-dimensional scars. I feel uneasy. That he makes a correlation between what he has done to his body and me to mine is such an unpleasant thought to me.

Nearly an hour later I am walking back through the heart of the sweltering medina when the intense reality of Fes rushes to me all at once. I am walking the winding section of the main passage, a slight uphill, perhaps a few hundred meters from the gate into the medina. Light and sound come from every direction: electric bulbs or cooking fires burning in the stalls and storefronts; speech, sizzling, sorting, shoving, singing, and shouting assaulting my overloaded ears. The afternoon sun pierces through the cross-hatch wooden roofing, beams of bright light patterned on the walls, on the stones. My pace slows, I am trying to take it all in. I peer into the displays, see unidentifiable morsels or mounds of presumably edible substances. Shopkeepers wave and wiggle dirty fingers to try to direct my attention to their repetitive wares. A section of the wall is lined with about three dozen assorted bird cages housing frightened little birds, their peeps washed away in the relentless current of sound. At the foot of a table, a box of small kittens meowing, further up, a tub of fish, then wooden crates with disoriented chickens, and burlap sacks of pigeons pushing around, next a lone goat tethered to a rusty doorknob. Amidst the chaos and clutter, somehow my attention drifts to the gutter, a thin canal running downhill along side the medina pathway. A slight trickle of dirty water turns into a river of vermillion red, a current of draining blood flowing past me, taking the crumbs, insects, and rubbish to an unseen endpoint.

The early morning call to prayer begins sometime around three-thirty a.m. I lay in bed in my small third floor room. I wake, but not entirely. I look around the room’s dim shadows and outlines. Next to me, a pile of books on the desk. A thin brown towel drying over the back of the old wooden chair. The call to prayer continues on for several minutes. Dizzy, sleepy, I cannot remember when it started or how long it will go on. I can hear it coming now from several directions, most clearly from the mosque which I can see when I sit up and look out the window at the low city skyline. I fall back asleep, only to wake up some short dream-laden hours later when the five a.m. sun is peering in to my room.

Mornings are spent at the café on the square. There I have a basket of bread, fresh orange juice, and coffee. I sit and read, watch the people moving past. I buy a bottle of water and head off into the medina. Again, the tiresome calls of the anxious shopkeepers, the unending advances of children eager to be a guide in a medina they promise I will otherwise hopelessly lose myself within. I pause to watch families washing in the fountain before heading into the mosque for worship. I am not allowed in, but I can look in and see endless rows of carpet with patterns directing the submitting worshippers in the direction of Mecca. In the doorway, men of all ages sit or recline on benches, on the floor. They rest there in the shade, respite from the heat of the day.

On the third day I meet up with the Australians again. They have decided to hire a young man as a guide to bring us to some of the harder to find locations within the Medina. We set out and are led to some interesting locations indeed: the innards of the leatherworking tanneries, then to the roofs for a decent view of the houses and the men toiling in stinking pits of chemicals and dyes. Dozens of blue skins dry in the sun. Below us a man and small boy tireless scrub hides by yellow dye then leave them to dry on patches of straw. We visit some interior gardens, old tiled residences, harem rooms, and also a fancy Riad, where, were I accompanied I would definitely consider an overnight stay. It is beautiful and enchanting, a real luxury accommodation that reminds me of the palace hotels in India where I also wished I had the opportunity to have stayed a night or two.

In the afternoons I often eat grilled vegetable sandwiches from a small stand near the medina’s main entrance and courtyard. The man there smiles every time I pass by, and should I be even the slightest bit hungry, I’ll stop and get a sandwich or some of the fried spicy potatoes from him.

I spend more time exploring other parts of the city. Long walks taken slowly. Fes is a strange, magical place, but the aggression and the hyperactivity wears me thin quickly. Rarely an hour passes that I don’t see some kind of argument or fight on the street. However it may be, from my imagination or not, I just don’t feel very welcome either. Even my attempts at few-worded exchanges in Arabic don’t raise many smiles, much to my dismay. And almost all peaceful or simple attempts at conversation seem to culminate with some point of sales. I want to be a friend, to learn, to see, to experience. Not just to be a customer, to buy, to spend money. There seems to be so little understanding of that, and in general I feel a regrettable coldness, a distance from the people, despite all my efforts to maintain a good mood, to smile, and to be friendly.

There are of course exceptions; indeed kind souls I meet. The older man who runs the hotel where I stay is a gentlemen in the literal sense of the word- gentle, kind and friendly. Always greets me with a smile, parts with a wave, eyes of experience from a lifetime I can’t imagine. And I yet I feel I can begin to sense the frustration he feels from the ruthless touts and dealers who tread his stairs, tramping in with stories to incoming tourists, the inevitable sales pitch for a medina tour which will probably lead to a threatening encounter at some later point.

I have a bit of experience with these kind. One eighteen year old such ‘guide’ insists he wants company, wants to practice English. Fearing not much more than eventually having to tell him I don’t want to buy anything and I don’t really need a guide, I agree to go with him for a glass of piping hot fresh mint tea in a café of his choice. Fortunately, it’s a local, un-touristed back-street place, our fellow tea drinkers twice my age and laying about on the floor playing cards and smoking.

The boy’s name, I learn, is Mohammed, which he invites to prove, showing me a photo ID card. Initially he seems friendly enough and I am not bothered. But I realize quickly how much I am constantly trying to change the topic of conversation, to divert him from talking about drugs. All his stories or questions end up with him trying to interest me in buying some absurd quantity of hashish from him, which I repeatedly tell him I have no intention or interest to do. He tells me about the mountain village where he is allegedly from, where everyone just smokes Kif all day long and lives a very merry life. Do I want to go there? No, no thank you. I tell him I’m going to Chefchaouen in a few days where it promises to be tranquil enough.

It gets to the point that I tell him I need to go, but he persuades me to go with him now to a carpet shop- not just any shop- his Uncle’s carpet shop of course! Perhaps out of boredom I agree to go, warning young Mohammed repeatedly that I do not want to buy a carpet but if his Uncle really does want to have a tea and talk in German about Moroccan carpets, why the proverbial hell not?

Uncle Carpet ends up being one of the highest pressure schizophrenic salesmen I’ve ever met, going back and forth from mister nice and friendly guy tactic to angry rants about how his business is terrible and nobody buys anything and all tourists have money but never want to spend it. He even feigns misunderstanding at one point and beings packaging-up one carpet he has been hopelessly trying to interest me in. Utterly confused I ask him what he’s doing, and then need to tell him he’s most definitely misunderstood me as I never agreed to buy, let alone asked to have a carpet wrapped up for me to mail home. Shortly thereafter I literally wrench myself out of his please-don’t-go grip and return to the medina paths with a now livid, bloodshot-eyed high-as-a-kite ‘friend’ / guide / would-be Kif dealer. Why didn’t I buy anything, he cries. Now he won’t get any money, and after all he is so poor, he insists.

Angry to have not sold me 5 or 10 kilograms of illegal recreational substances and angry to not get a fat commission from a massively overpriced piece of garbage rug, now young Mohammed grabs my arm and points at a small shop counter. ‘You buy nothing, you give nothing, you buy pack cigarettes for me NOW!’ I laugh. What? You’re joking, no? ‘No joking! You buy! I talk English you two hours, you buy nothing, now you buy cigarettes me!’ I tell him what I think of his convoluted idea of ‘friendship’ and suggest we take a walk to the police if he’s really got a problem.

Then he starts trying to lead me into unpopulated, dead end paths without being able to clarify where it is he wants to go. No way. I continue walking on the main street and am gradually raising my tone of voice in telling him his demands will win him nothing. He follows me around topping his impressive threats with ‘here too many people, but if no people I do you something bad!’ Eventually I pull out the near-empty packet of Moroccan cigarettes from my pocket, hand it to him, and tell him in Arabic to get lost. When he sees I am walking towards three uniformed police officers at the main gate, he comes to his senses as best he can despite the joint he smoked in the café and follow-up joint he smoked in the carpet shop... He quickly heads the other direction, cursing me in Arabic, already frantically pulling one of the wrinkled smokes from the half-crumpled package.

Actually, I cross paths with him the next day and he apologizes non-stop for a good few minutes and tells me ‘please no trouble, you, me, no problems, no police, please, very sorry!’ I shake hands with him and end up feeling much less tense myself.

Late in the afternoon I meet a German couple who have just arrived in Fes. They are at the same hotel.We make pleasant conversation- I enjoy getting to talk to them in German, as when abroad often several days passes between my opportunities to converse in German. We eat dinner on a roof terrace overlooking the medina. We take a late night walk through the media just as much of it is beginning to close up. The crowds thin, items are stored, doors are closed. We walk a good long way into the Medina, getting adventurous. Eventually we manage in getting ourselves quite into the thick of it, a good ways from ‘home’ and decide it’s time to employ one of the neighborhood kiddies. He seems to understand a little bit of French, but no English, and I explain where we need to go. His eyes light up, he heads off at a swift pace through alleys and tunnels and passages, over sleeping animals and street dwellers. After ten fast walking paced minutes things begin to look familiar again, I catch up to him, lay a hand on his shoulder, point to the gate which I can see over the crest of the buildings that lay ahead, smile and tell him Shukran- thanks! We give him a small tip, and he trots back down the hill into the maze from which we came. I watch his shadowy figure vanish under a crumbling archway just as the late evening call to worship begins from a nearby muzzenin.

CHILLING IN CHAOUEN

After four days in Fes I feel I am about ready to move on to somewhere more relaxing. After several stories and descriptions of Chefchaouen, it sounds like just the place about now, and I’m soon packed and walking through the gate, out down the dusty streets in the sun, past the old cemetery on the hill. There is already a fair amount of motion and life at the bus station when I arrive.

Ah, the morning is still young, there is some time before the bus will depart and travel north four hours through the Rif mountains and countryside to Chefchaouen. I sit for a coffee and pastry at a small café. The coffee is strong, rich, good. Curiously, perhaps the best yet I’ve had in Morocco. Smoke drifts from between my fingers, arches and curls under the fluorescents.

Smoking before bus rides seems to calm my nerves a little and distance my mind from lingering thoughts of accidents in worlds like this. I close my eyes for short intervals, listening to the sounds of the station. Then it is time to board the bus.

The ride is picturesque, colorful, warm but not uncomfortable. Like any ride, I watch the landscape roll past, pay attention to the villages, the structures, the signs, people and animals in the fields, the vegetation. The approach to Chaouen is magnificent. We come around a bend and the town comes into view, a low city, cascading lightly on the slope of this gorgeous valley amidst a broad panoramic view of the Rif mountains.

From the bus station it is a rather steep hike up the hill to the heart of the town and the entrance of the Medina. I have a little bit of difficulty in finding a place I like at first. The central, obviously more social and popular places don’t have any single rooms left, and I end up chatting up a young Portuguese couple that are finishing up afternoon omelets at a medina café. They tell me where they are staying, and on realizing the path is not so straight-forward, the guy jumps up despite my protesting, and leads me through the Medina to the hotel.

After checking into my room my stomach is growling away as I’ve worked up quite an appetite after the bus ride and small breakfast hours ago. Out the door and down the street a bit there is a restaurant that looks reasonable. I’m the only one there. I’m standing in the lobby, looking for signs of life or business. I hear the clicking of a lighter from the next room. Again. A young Moroccan man peers his head from around the corner, from where I heard the flick of the lighter. Smiles. Approaches me. I tell him I’m very hungry and would like to eat. He shows me to a seat amongst dozens of cushions and pillows, tucked in the corner of the restaurant. The walls are painted vibrant hues, the sun comes in muted through bright curtain fabric. I order a Spanish tortilla and a cola. After my food arrives, the waiter disappears back into the side room again with his friends. I can hear them talking to one another, laughing and having a good time.

When I got to leave I peer into the other room and see the four of them sitting around a small table. They lounging on their own collection of pillows and passing a long-stemmed Kif pipe around. They all smile at me. I wave and say goodbye. I head out into the sun and go to the Medina.

The Medina here is much more relaxed, simple than the one in Fes. That is certain. The attitude and pace of everything here seems more calm, more chilled out. The shop keepers still make their best efforts to entice you to stop and look or come in, but they give up a lot easier than in the faster paced cities. At the main square, Uta el-Hammam, there is string of restaurants. At one end is the shady and peaceful place where I end up spending many hours of each day. Under the terrace roof I can recline on the many pillows after a slow breakfast, coffee, and mint tea. I do a lot of reading. And when I get bored of reading or eating or drinking tea I go for a walk.

The buildings are mostly all bright white and baby blue. Beautiful in color and texture. The medina streets go up and down hill, around little bends, split off into many forks, also many dead ends. What I find really remarkable is how the ground of all the dead end alleys, are painted white. It means when trying to go from one place to another you really only need to know the general direction and walk weaving through one small street to the next, passing up the white-floored dead ends.

In the afternoons I usually make it my high-priority mission to find a new bakery and try new Moroccan sweets. They are really hit or miss. Most I find to be rather peculiar dry cookies. Others are a bit chewier, particularly the chocolate ones. I have to say the bakeries and the sweets look much better than they taste, unfortunately. I keep trying, but never really find a pastry that I am that crazy about. The flan puddings, on the other hand, are delicious, and I usually finish each meal with one of them.

My best meal of Morocco is my second night in Chefchaouen. I’ve already got some strong urging and excellent reviews from some other travelers I talk to. They promise the best meal yet, and point to the fifth floor rooftop terrace restaurant overlooking the Uta el-Hammam and the Kasbah. I mention the recommendation to another young woman from DC with whom I’d been talking to at the breakfast café for the last hour or so. We make a plan to meet there for dinner. Word spreads fast and soon it’s actually a surprise dinner party including several other backpackers with whom we’ve been chatting, and also the German couple I met in Fes who’ve just arrived in town.

The meal is excellent. I have a couscous with vegetables which puts to shame almost all other vegetable couscous dishes I’ve had until then. The view over the town is beautiful. The restaurant itself is beautiful: open air, rich blue painted walls, lovely ornamentation and decoration, and dim but very pleasantly atmospheric lighting. 

After dinner and dessert, it is time for a walk back through the small streets then ending up on a quiet, serene rooftop. It’s late now, the night is beautiful, the air cool and refreshing. In short sleeves I actually feel a bit cold. The moon is far off, small, and just above the horizon. I lie on my back on the wooden bench, stare up into the heavens. The night sky is illuminated by millions of brilliant points of light. It’s so magically clear. I can make out dozens of constellations. I am aware then, as I am now, that this star-gazing hour will stay with me, perfectly preserved pleasantly in my mind. I can still see it, feel that peace, when I close my eyes and think about it.

I get word from Sebastiano that he’s going to be in Tangier and taking the ferry back to Spain on the 10th of July, and from there will take an overnight bus to Madrid. I start planning my departure from Chaouen, via Tetouan by bus. And on the forth morning I check out of the hotel, have breakfast at one of the restaurants on the square, and then walk with my things back to the bus station.

The bus to Tangier is fairly simple. Heading north, we drive through the mountains some more, visit a dusty and depressing looking Tetouan, where the bus sits in waiting for 30 minutes in a dark, crowdy, smelly bus depot. And then we are off for Tangier.

By mid-afternoon I am back in the Interzone. Tangier is a rather insane and hectic and insecure place, but I have to say I kind of like it. It feels rough, intense. And this is confirmed within fifteen minute of my re-arrival, as I am walking to the downtown and the port. I hear shouting and yellow and hear a loud cracking noise. And then several men running away, all holding pieces of orange ceramic brick. Emerging from the center of the crowd of agitated audience is a young man, who for all appearances has just been hit in the back of the head with a brick. I’m surprised to see him conscious and walking. He’s wiping the dripping blood from the back of his neck. His white shirt is covered with grit and dirt; perhaps he was on the ground and just got up. And then the commotion is over as quickly as I came upon it. I keep walking on to the Tangier port.

I have time for a mint-tea and some lunch before the ferry. I prop myself up at a street-front café across from the port. The shoe-shine boys and sunglass hawkers stream down the sidewalk. The sun is beating down on this hellish town. I feel good, mostly because it’s just a sublime experience, all of it, wild and intense, and adventure turning another corner. And also because I’m in a sense happy to be heading back to Europe.

Far later than I expected I manage to find Sebastiano, who has arrived freshly from the train station after several chilled-out days in Essaouira and then Asilah. We manage through the chaotic passport and security controls. The check-in process is absurdly complicated, though the security measures are absolutely embarrassingly shoddy.

On the boat, crossing the Strait of Gibraltar, the sun is a burning orange sphere sinking into the horizon. It’s a gorgeous sunset seen from the windy, salt-sprayed deck of the ferry while the engines roar and the sea slips past.

