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Dubai to Casablanca 

(Shari)  Anticipating another long travel day, I awake two hours before my 3:30 AM alarm.  A taxi takes 

us to the airport where we have no waiting lines.  Security again pulls me aside for a pat down.  It has 

happened on every international flight so far.   I wonder what is suspicious about me.    

Bert and I share three seats on our Emirates flight so we have plenty of room.  We are definitely in the 

nationality minority, surrounded by Arab dress and voices.   Luckily, signs and announcements are also 

repeated in English.  As we approach Casablanca, I cannot help but notice its difference from Dubai.  

Stretching before me out the jet window is miles and miles of farmlands, though no skyscrapers.  As our 

prearranged driver takes us into the city, we see more single-family homes and no skyscrapers.  Our 

hotel is luxurious and provides us with a refreshing mint tea and cookies.  Our room is huge, overlooking 

the busy city and a distant view of the Atlantic Ocean. 

ό.ŜǊǘύ  Lƴ Ƴȅ ƳƛƴŘΩǎ ŜȅŜΣ 5ǳōŀƛ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŦŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ /ŀǎŀōƭŀƴŎŀΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƻǳǊ ŦƭƛƎƘǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǎƛȄ ƘƻǳǊǎΣ ǘǊŀǾŜƭƛƴƎ 
from the Middle East to northwestern Africa.  We pick up our baggage and walk outside to the area 
where we will meet the hotel driver.  We see no sign with our name on it and after a long wait, Shari 
calls the hotel and they call the driver.  Turns out, he was waiting for us inside the terminal.  The drive 
from the Casablanca airport to Casablanca city center is at least 45 minutes, slowed noticeably once we 
get into city traffic.  We are pleasantly surprised by our European-style hotel.  I take photos from our 
balcony. 
 

 
Massive chandelier in hotel lobby 



 
Mint tea and cookies served upon arrival 
 

 
Casablanca, with Atlantic Ocean on horizon 



 
Lesser Black-backed Gulls fill the air and rest on construction crane 

 
Minaret and adjacent mosque 



 
Neighboring homes and gardens 

 
Shopping center 



 
Transportation contrast 
 
Casablanca to Chefchaouen 
 
(Bert)  Yesterday was a day to rest, the first in two months.  Today we leave our wonderful hotel room 
and travel north with our new group and Moroccon guide, Rachid, in a minivan.  The drive is perhaps 
best told by photos which give us our first feel for Morocco.  Casablanca is a large city and it takes a long 
time to exit.  We see quite a variety of housing, mostly reasonably kept apartments.  However, recent 
itinerate travelers from rural areas, unable to secure employment, live in leanto shacks under 
deployable conditions.   
 
 
 



 
Our room at the Casablanca Hotel 
 

 
Busy Casablanca in the morning 



 
Casablanca apartments 
 

 
Slum where recent immigrants from rural areas are forced to live 



 
All apartments are crowned by multiple TV antenas 
 
Outside the city we find our first pair of White Storks standing on their very tall nest.  When we traveled 
in Europe, and especially Poland, we found many stork nests, but that was after the storks had migrated 
south.  So, this is my first time to see one in the wild.  It certainly is not my last, as only a few miles later 
we see a farmfield covered with white dots: hundreds of storks. 
 

 
First view of White Storks 



 
Field of White Storks 
 

 
Closeup of the storks 
 
(Shari)  Who would look forward to a seven hour bus ride?  Contrary to what you might expect, it is 
wonderful.  Our guide tells us about how people live,  often using old farming methods to plow, plant, 
and harvest.  Leaving the crowded city of Casablanca behind us, the highway winds through recently 
plowed farmlands, hillsides of olive trees, and acres of cork forests used to make wine corks.  Our group 
of twelve is friendly and talkative and time quickly slips by.  Stopping for a potty break at a nice clean 
new gas station many of us try the nous nous, a coffee milk drink.  Later our lunch stop us at sidewalk 
cafe with meat hanging on hooks and tangines filled with steaming flavorful vegetables and kefti, grilled 
flavorful meatballs.  The bread that goes with it is delicious.  Our drink is the ever present mint tea.  



 
Rural town along the Atlantic Ocean 
 

 
Plowing field with a mule 
 
(Bert)  At our first stop, Jeff and I go to the back of the gas station to look for birds, finding a non-
descript Common Chiffchaff that rarely stays still for photos.  Better is a magpie that at first struck us as 
the Common Magpie, often seen in Europe.  However, we noticed an unusual blue mark behind the eye 
that stood out even from a great distance.  After studying eBird, a bird app, and a bird field guide, we 
deduced it is a Maghreb Magpie. 



 
Common Chiffchaff 
 

 
Maghreb Magpie 
 
 



 
The magpie was sitting on the donkey when I lined it up for a photo, but flew off just as I snapped the 
shutter. 
 

 
Guineafowl in same orchard as the magpies 
 



 
Donkey cart 
 

 
Rural farmhouse 



 
Farm plots surrounded yucca 
 

 
Rainbow over olive trees 
 
Chefchaouen 1 
 
(Bert)  We reach Chefchaouen in late afternoon in light rain.  We are immediately stuck by its blue 
houses and walls and want to stop for photos, but with the rain we decide to do it another time.  We 
check into our hotel, one that looks like it is hundreds of years old, but is rather recently built.  The 
rooms are small, designed in suites with Jeff and Barbara in one room with bath and shower, us in 
another one, also with bath and shower, and sharing a large living area.  Rooms are cold, so Shari 
immediatelly turns on the heater for our bedroom.   



 
 
(Shari)  Climbing the mountain, the bus turns the corner to a city painted in blue, Chefchaouen.   As we 
approach our destination, it is raining pretty hard.  Some still get off the bus to take a picture of the blue 
buildings set against the mountains.  Our hotel has mint tea and date and peanut cookies for us before 
handing out room assignments.  The hotel is a collection of small buildings, each with two rooms sharing 
a sitting area.  Jeff and Barbara are our suite mates.  The room is small and unfortunately our suitcases 
land on the floor.  The only thing disconcerting in the whole city is the thousands of steps.  There must 
be 100 from the street to our room.  Later, before dark we take a walk in the city and climb and descend 
ƳƻǊŜ ǎǘŜǇǎ ǘƘŀƴ L ŎŀǊŜ ǘƻ ŎƻǳƴǘΦ  .ŀǊōŀǊŀΩǎ Ŧƛǘōƛǘ ǎŀys it was 85 flights.   Dinner at the hotel was 
preordered before our walk.  Bert has kebabs and I have chicken couscous.  Mine tastes like something I 
make at home,  good but not special.  Cheese pie for dessert is good.  All of us are tired and welcome 
our bed at 9 pm. 
 
(Bert)  Once we are settled, Rachid leads the group on a city walk.  I should have taken my walking stick 
along, as there are hundreds of steps, mostly down to the city center and market but, of course, steps 
up on the way back to the hotel.  Chefchaouen is a city in the Rif Mountains of northwest Morocco.  The 
city is noticably built on a steep incline and no street is flat for more than a few dozen feet.  As dusk 
settles into nightfall, the city lights illuminate the blue-washed buildings.  With the addition of numerous 
narrow streets, it makes for a photographerΩs delight. 



 
Blue-washed Chefchaouen  
 

  
 



  
 



   
 

 
City market 



 
Candlelight dinner 
 
Chefchaouen 2 
(Shari)  Call to prayer happens five times per day.  Loud speakers are placed all over the city for people 

to hear the call.  This morning the Imam chants a full 29 minutes, starting at 6 AM.  If I had a thought of 

sleeping in, that was discarded.  We want to walk around the city before the shops open to experience 

ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ōƭǳŜƴŜǎǎΦ  ¢Ƙŀǘ ǿŜ ŘƻΦ  

 
Morning walk in blue Chefchaouen 



  
Chefchaouen and the Rif Mountains 

(Bert)  Our bus is ample enough for each of us to have three seats, so traveling through the countryside 

is comfortable and our visibility is enhanced with huge tinted windows.  Today we ride through the Rif 

Mountains to visit a family in their rural home.   We meet Mohammed, his wife, two children, and the 

ǿƛŦŜΩǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǇǊŜŎƻŎƛƻǳǎ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƎƛǊƭ ǎǘŜŀƭǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƎŜΣ ŜŀƎŜǊƭȅ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ǳǎ ƘŜǊ ŎƻƭƻǊƛƴƎ ōƻƻƪǎ ŀƴŘ 

posing for photos. Through wŀŎƘƛŘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ƭŜŀǊƴ 

about their lives, work, and family.  Mohammed leads us in a downhill walk to the olive press he uses to 

get olive oil from trees on his property.  Jeff and I study birds we see, several of which are life birds and 

others we have rarely seen: Sardinian Warbler, European Stonechat, Water Pipit, Crested Lark, and 

several Chough (rhymes with rough) that I deduce to be Red-billed Choughs.  Just as our bus leaves the 

family, we see a Eurasian Kestrel hovering right beside the bus.  I quickly snap a series of photos and 

then take more when it rests in a nearby tree. 

(Shari)  After walking in Chefchaouen, we have breakfast before getting into the bus for our home farm 

tour.  The family hosting the tour lives on an olive orchard and they press their own olive oil.  The 

coupleΩs two little girls are adorable and we get a glimpse of Moroccan country life.  We are greeted 

with mint tea and cookies and then walk downhill to the olive press.  After the climb back uphill we have 

lunch of two plates of assorted vegetables and meat with homemade bread baked in a clay oven.  After 

the drive back to Chefchaouen it is nap time. 



 
Rif Mountains 

 
Mountain road at elevation with few trees 



 
Olive Tree 

 
Olive Tree leaves and black olive 



 

 



 
Village mosque 

 
Olive press 



 
Walking uphill from olive press to the farm home 

 
Dinner 



 
Red-billed Chough 

 
Crested Lark 



 
Sardinian Warbler 

 
Hovering Eurasian Kestrel 



 
Eurasian Kestrel 

Chefchaouen 3 Tetouan 
 
(Bert)  Today we head to Tetouan by motorcoach, again enjoying the scenery of the Rif Mountains.  Just 

at the edge of the city we stop to see a sheep market.  A big truck is overloaded with hay bales and one 

man is throwing off bales next to an open lot crowded with sheep.  Herdsmen tend to their sheep and 

haggle with potential buyers over price and quality.  I am frequently distracted from the sheep sale to 

look skyward.  Dozens, later hundreds, of gulls float over the city and river, all of them apparently 

Yellow-legged Gulls.  A flock of black birds, Eurasian Jackdaws, fights strong winds as it attempts to land 

in a treetop.  We stop at a restaurant for toilets and a coffee break.  I pass on the coffee, remaining 

outside to watch storks perched atop a communications tower.  With only room for three of the 

oversized birds, whenever one flies in for a landing, a perched bird is forced to take off. 

(Shari)  We cross the mountains, unbelievable landscapes, to visit a unique city center, a Medina.  Along 

the way, we make an unscheduled stop at a sheep market.  Hundreds of sheep with front legs tied 

together are unloaded from trucks into a large grassy area in town.  Here people come to buy them.  

Trucks and trucks of hay wait nearby. 



 
Overloaded trucks with hay bales at sheep market 

 

Sheep Market 



 
Bound sheep 
 

 
Yellow-legged Gull 



 
Hundreds of Yellow-legged Gulls 

 
Eurasian Jackdaws 



 
White Storks 

 
White Stork 

Chefchaouen 4 ς Tetouan 
 
(Bert)  Every village has a mosque and larger towns have multiple mosques, but here in Tetouan we also 

see a Christian church.  Other religions are tolerated without prejudice, the only restriction being that 

they cannot proceletize.  We visit a Jewish synagog that has less than a dozen members.  Most Jews left 

Morocco to go to Israel upon its formation, although they had been accepted in Morocco.  The caretaker 

shows us a very old Torah that is written on goatskin.   



 
Christian church in Tetouan  

 
Torah scrolls in Jewish synagog 

(Shari)  The Medina is an old labyrinth of alleyways, each with their own theme:  leather area, gold area, 

bakery goodsΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ, and on and on.  Walking through the busy narrow streets sided by 



crowded vendors, I am happy a policeman accompanies us and I notice we are not inundated with pesky 

vendors that do not accept άnoέ for an answer.  However, we sure get stares.  We stop to see the 

leather dying vats.  Some are soaking in the vats, in another a man stands in waders and with gloved 

hands he pulls out wet pelts, and elsewhere sheep pelts drape over racks.   

 
Narrow passageways in residential portion of the medina 

 
Bread vendor in the medina 



 
Tanning vats where hides are soaked 

 
Sheep skins in the vat 



 
Sheep skins hanging to dry 

(Shari)  We drive along the Mediterranean Sea and stop for lunch at a fresh fish house.  Rachid selects 

tuna, whitefish, shark, calamari and swordfish to be pan fried and served to us.   We end with a 

scrumptious chocolate torte.   Our way home is the scenic route over the mountains past small towns 

and villages, canyons and rushing streams and waterfalls. 

(Bert) When driving through the Rif Mountains we stop at a scenic overlook at Talassemtane National 

Park, set aside by the Moroccan government to protect the last of its fir forests.  Rachid points to a 

rustic house far below usςnearly inaccessible by roadςwhere he says they grow marijuana, although it is 

illegal in Morocco.  Nearby a high waterfall is dwarfed by the much higher mountains. 

 



 
Mediterranean Sea 

 
Rif Mountains 



 
Marijuana farm? 

 
Talassemtane National Park 



 
Talassemtane National Park 
 
Tangier 
 
(Shari)  Morocco is incredibly diverse and beautiful.  Leaving the Rif Mountains with villages nestled in 

the valleys and on the hillsides, we drive the coastal road with fancy beach condos and parks.  After a 

Lebanese lunch, we sightsee along the coast.  We stop for pictures at the point where the Atlantic meets 

the Mediterranean and where Hercules was said to have spent the night.  Our hotel overlooks the 

Mediterranean and we can see Spain from our balcony. 

(Bert)  From the Rif Mountains, we ride our comfortable bus north to the Mediterranean coast.  

Certainly in my Top 10 of coastal roads, the smooth paved highway glides us along the coast with the 

blue ǎŜŀ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ƛƴ ǾƛŜǿΦ  ¢ƘŜ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ƛǎ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ wƻŎƪ ƻŦ DƛōǊŀƭǘŀǊ ƛƴ ōǊƻŀŘ ŘŀȅƭƛƎƘǘΦ  LΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƛǘ 

before when we crossed the Atlantic by ship and entered the Mediterranean at 3 AM.  I got up in the 

middle of the night to see the Rock on a hazy predawn morning.  It was only a dark shadow outlined by 

city lights.  Now we see it plainly from the Africa side. 



 

 
The last of the Rif Mountains as we head north 

 
Descending from the mountains on a serpentine highway to the coast 



 
Rock of Gibraltar in the distance 

 
Rock of Gibraltar with Spain in the background 

(Bert)  We reach the outskirts of Tangier (Tanger) and its massive new port facilities.  It will soon outpace 

Casablanca as the major port of northern Africa.  Then we cruise past the Tangier beaches, the luxurious 

vacation condos and hotels, and the radiantly blue Mediterranean.  Continuing westward, we reach the 

marker that defines the division between the Mediterranean Sea and the Atlantic Ocean.  Here we can 

no longer see the coast of Spain.  Near there is a grotto which myth tells us is where Hercules visited.  

The high-ceilinged cave opens to the sea and makes for unusual photography.  Rock Doves fly in and out 



of the cave and roost in high cavities.  Here at the northern coast of Africa, both the native Rock Doves 

mix with the feral Rock Doves. 

 
Port of Tangier 

 
Tangier beaches 



 
Mediterranean coastline at Tangier 

 
Division between Mediterranean Sea and Atlantic Ocean 



 
A vendor sells statues of Hercules 

 

 
Inside Grotte d'Hercule  



 
Inside Grotte d'Hercule 

 
Rock Doves, presumably not feral 



 
View from our Tangier hotel 

Tangier 2 
 
(Bert)  The view from our hotel window is of closely packed riads and homes with the marina and beach 

of the Mediterranean in the background.  A flock of Monk Parakeets flies below me and a few land in a 

palm tree.  I have some time to spare and decide to walk near the hotel.  I find two new species, a House 

Bunting and Spotless Starling. 

 
View of Tangier from our hotel 



 
Monk Parakeets 

 

 
House Bunting 



 
Spotless Starlings 

(Shari)  After another filling buffet breakfast, we continue our time in Tangier with a walking tour from 

our hotel.  The fish market is fascinating with colorful fish artfully arranged to attract buyers.  In addition 

to fish, we walk past pig and cow hooves and entrails hanging from hooks.  What is done with stomachs, 

brains, intestines, etc?   L ƘƻǇŜ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƳŜŀƭǎΦ   

 
Fresh fish and meat market 



(Bert)  While the group is inside at the fish and meat market, I am waiting outside.  We have been seeing 

feral cats everywhere in the city, most looking very healthy and fat.  I sometimes wonder who feeds 

them.  Here I see one of the patrons of cats when a lady brings food to a herd of cats.  In the same area 

teenagers wave to me to be photographed.  While adults wave their finger, indicating no photographs, 

these youths are anxious.  Strange, though, their future is dismal and foreboding.  They have run away 

from homes in rural areas, moving north to the sea coast at Tangier, and are hoping to somehow get 

across the Gibraltar gap to Spain.  Likely, they have left school at the third to fifth grade, are 

underededucated, have limited skills, have no money, cannot get a job, and worst yet, I can see them 

sniffing drugs from paper bags.  A great disparity exists in Morocco between the countryside and the 

city.  City life, especially, education in Morocco is not all that different from the U.S.  However, 

education, training, and opportunites are poor and limited in the countryside.  The youth are escaping 

from one poor situation to another with even less opportunity because they lack an education. 

 
Lady feeding feral cats 



 
Runaway boys, some sniffing drugs 

 
Young boy sleeping on the street 

(Shari)  Walking about a block, we visit a Jewish cemetery.   So many people died in 1924 but I donΩt 

know why.   

(Bert)  Jews were once common residents of Morocco, attested now by old synagogs and cemeteries.  

Although not discrimated against, and protected from Nazi Germany in WWII, most Jews left when Israel 

was formed.  The Jewish cemetery is now a memorial.  A block away is the Tangier American Legation, a 

museum of diplomatic relations between the two countries.  Most interesting to me is letters between 



the Morocco king and George Washington.  Morocco was the first country to acknowledge American 

independence  and the letters show their cordial relationship. 

 
Jewish cemetery 

(Shari)  The United States was the first country to recognize Morocco as a country.  We are fortunate to 

visit the first legation, a very nice place to live.   Most interesting to me is the display of female clothing. 

 
Legation United States of America 

 



 
Moroccan clothing displayed at Legation 

(Shari)  What I appreciate about an OAT trip is the educational aspect of it.  Rachid notices a group of 

young men dressed in the same colored hoodies and an identifying insignia.  He tells us of their 

humanitarian efforts.  They often go into grocery stores and pay the bills of the poor who cannot afford 

their living expenses.   

We walk to the marina for lunch, a very ritzy place by the way.  A bus picks us up to take us a couple of 

miles to the train station.  We are treated to a bullet train ride, a train traveling almost 200 mph.  We 

ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜŀǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǇǇŜǊ ŎƻƳǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōƛǊŘΩǎ ŜȅŜ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅǎƛŘŜ ǿƘƛȊȊƛƴƎ Ǉŀǎǘ ƻǳǊ 

window.  We pass cars and trucks on the freeway as if they are standing still.  The ride is so smooth and 

we are in Rabat before we know it.  Our bus, which left earlier and carried our luggage, is waiting for us 

and takes us to another very nice hotel where we are given dinner.  



 
Tangier mariana and restaurants 

 
Bullet train to Rabat 



 
Countryside between Tangier and Rabat 

 
Our hotel room in Rabat 

Rabat 1 

(Bert)  Our Rabat hotel faces the River Bou Regreg which separates Rabat from Salé, both along the 

Atlantic Ocean.  Rabat is the capital of Morocco, although several other cities have served in the past.  In 



our tour of the city we stretch time from the Phoenicians to the modern kingdom.   Our first stop is Dâr-

al-Makhzen, the Royal Palace of the king, guarded by military in traditional costumes. 

 
View from our Rabat hotel, colorful boats and modern expressway 

 
Symmetrical passageway in government building 



 

 
Royal Palace, Dâr-al-Makhzen 



 
Guards at Royal Palace 

From the current, we step into the past.  Phoenicians visited Salé 3000 years ago and 2000 years ago the 

Romans established a settlement they called Sala Colonia.  Sala is mentioned Ptolemy.   Muslim Arabs 

took over the area in the 7th century and built Chellah.  Now the area is floral gardens with the more 

open areas and the taller structures taken over by storks. 

 
Walled entrance to Chellah   



 
Ruins of Chellah sanctuary with 13th century minaret 

 
Roman ruins of Sala Colonia 



 
Stork condominium 

 
Chellah wall with square holes used for scaffolding during construction and air passage later 



 
Eurasian Kestrel occupying scaffolding foothold 

We next visit Hassan Tower and the pillars of an unfinished mosque.  Commissioned by the Caliph, Abu 

Yusuf Yaqub al-Mansur, in 1195, the tower was intended to be the largest minaret in the world, just as 

the mosque was to be the largest.  However, al-Mansur died in 1199 and construction ceased.  Pillars 

supported a roof that collapsed in the 1755 Lisbon Earthquake.  A colorfully dressed guard mounted on 

a white stallion stand at attention at the entrance.  Adjacent to the unfinished mosque is the Mohamed 

V Mausoleum.  Inside the mausoleum, an imam reads from the Koran. 



  
Guard at Hassan Tower and Hassan Tower (minaret) and roofless pillars 

 
Some of the 348 original columns 



 
Mohamed V Mausoleum built in the 1950s 

 
Imam reading from the Koran 



 
Ornate outside wall to Mohamed V Mausoleum 

We visit the Museum of History and Civilizations, an archaeological museum with an extensive collection 
of Roman artifacts and a few dating to the Phoenicians.  Many marble and brass sculptures, amazingly 
intricate and lifelike, include a Roman water pipe showing the way pieces link together. 
 

 
Roman marble bust 



 
Linked Roman water pipe made of pottery 
 
(Shari)  Our bus for the next two weeks is a 48-seater.  We have 15 people.  Sweet!  Today our trips are 

short, 10 minutes max, and many:  Royal Palace, Roman ruins, mausoleum and unfinished mosque, and 

a Kasbah or fortified homŜΦ  ¢ƘŜ ōŜǎǘ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƻƴƛƎƘǘΩǎ ǊŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘΦ  To find it we go, in darkness, to the 

Medina, which is the old section of town where people lived in the past and still live today.  Ornate 

doors facing the passages indicate this is not a poor neighborhood.  No graffiti are on the walls and no 

junk lies in the passageways.  Surprisingly, no kids play outdoors ŜƛǘƘŜǊΦ  Lǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜ LΩǾŜ ŜǾŜǊ 

been to.  Entering the restaurant reminds me of a speakeasy:  an unmarked doorway leading down 

narrow alleys, a knock on a door before it opens, dark interior with benches and cushions.  Servers are in 

traditional dress.  Food offers unique flavors.    



 
Entrance to the Medina 

 



 
Entrance to restaurant by knocking on the door 

 



 
Tagine, a Moroccan speciality 

Rabat to Fes 

(Bert)  After leaving Rabat in early morning, our first stop is at the Thursday market in Khemisset.  One 

day per week, many villages have a market in which they buy and sell.  In this case, it is fruit and 

vegetables.  Although often displayed in the open, here a huge canvas tent covers vendors clustered 

close together, separated by narrow aisles.   



 
Horse-drawn cart carrying vegetables to market 

 
9ƴǘǊŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ YƘŜƳƛǎǎŜǘ ŦŀǊƳŜǊΩǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ 



 
Under the tent 

 
Pomegranate opened for display 



 

Across the street from the market, a Spotless Starling carries nesting material to a second story window.  

My photo captures its window-reflected image as well as the bird itself. 

 
Spotless Starling and its reflection 

(Shari)  We have just entered the outskirts of Fes when Rachid sees a woman and small child with a man 

holding a sign saying they are Syrian refugees needing help.  He stops the bus and asks us if we would 

like to talk with them.  We readily concur, so Rachid asks permission of the family.  They agree to tell us 

their story.  He was a dentist in Syria before the war.  Their house was destroyed and the family escaped 

to Morocco, via Turkey, two years ago.  His two daughters are in school today, his wife is five months 



pregnant, and he has a three-year-old boy.  Although the Moroccan government allows them to stay in 

the country, it does not provide any aid.  The family is reduced to begging for food and money, as he is 

not allowed to work.  We all give him some cash but think it is a drop in the bucket.  So sad!  

 
Syrian refuge family 

 
We cluster around the Syrian family to hear of their plight 



 
A group photo with the Syrian family at the center 

ό.ŜǊǘύ  ²Ŝ ŀǊǊƛǾŜ ƛƴ CŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘŜǎǘ ƻŦ aƻǊƻŎŎƻΩǎ ƛƳǇŜǊƛŀƭ ŎƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŦƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƛƴ туфΦ  !ŦǘŜǊ ŎƘŜŎƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǘo our 

ƘƻǘŜƭΣ ǿŜ άŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƳƳŀƳΦ  wŀŎƘƛŘ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻƭŘ ǳǎ ƳǳŎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƳƳŀƳΣ ŀ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǘŜŀƳ 

ǊƻƻƳ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǎŎǊǳōōŜŘ ŎƭŜŀƴ ōȅ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΦ  IŜ ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǎƻƳŜ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘΣ ǎƻƳŜ ŘƻƴΩǘΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ 

άŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƳƛǎǎŜŘΦ  {ƘŀǊƛ ƛǎ ƘŜǎƛǘŀƴǘΤ L am willing to try.  The men enter one side of the 

building; the women enter another door.  We strip to our underwear or swimming suit and enter the 

concrete-walled and floored room splashing with buckets of water.  On one side is very hot water and 

on the other is cold water.  The attendant men dip plastic buckets in each, mixing the extremes to get 

warm water that they pour over us.  Each of us has a man assigned to clean us.  I hand him the very 

course cloth I was givenςsomething I would use to scrub a dirty kettle with baked-on burnt foodςand 

vigorously scrubs my chest, back, arms, head, and legs.  To reach different body parts, he pushes me in 

the desired positions, sometimes sitting, sometimes lying flat on my back or stomach.  The back 

scrubbing feels good, the chest rubbing hurts.  Although the warm water feels good, my cleansing 

finishes with a bucket of ice cold water poured over my head.  After I redress, my skin feels cleaner than 

it has ever felt.  Yes, it was an experience. 

(Shari)  Some of us experience a hammam, a sort of steam bath.  As we enter, we are handed a towel, a 

scrubby, and some soft olive oil soap in a baggie.  We undress to our underwear, I in my swimming suit, 

and enter a room with about 20 other women stripped to only underpants or less.  Many buckets of hot 

water litter the floor and we are motioned to sit next to them and spread the oily soap on our skin.  A 

woman attendant chooses Holly first and she scrubs and scrubs Holly until she is red.  Maureen is 

scrubbed also and she is roughly moved into various positions that do not look comfortable to me.  After 

a long wait, everyone but me is being worked on.  This does not look like fun.  I begin to feel dizzy and 

decide to leave the hot steamy room.  Numerous women do not let me leave and pull my hand to 



benches to sit down.  I just want out but cannot communicate that to the others.  I go in different 

directions looking for an exit.  Each time grabbed by the hand and led to a bench.  Each time I get up and 

try to escape.  Finally, I find the exit and dry myself before getting dressed.  The other women liked the 

experience but I found it intrusive and unsanitary.  The bus takes us back toward our hotel, a 17th 

century house made into a hotel.  The ornate decorations are incredible and remind me of Italian 

churches I have seen.  Located in the old section of town where the streets are so narrow our bus could 

not get closer than four blocks, forcing us to walk.   

(Bert)  Our hotel is in the medina, an old section of Fes where narrow streets prevent big busses from 

passing.  Hotel workers, pushing carts down the pocked paved street, carry off our big suitcases.  With 

backpacks and small carry-ons, we walk in the street past shops, homes, and other hotels, trying to 

avoid the constant stream of bicycles, scooters, small motorcycles, pushcarts, and the occasional small 

car.  The unpretentious hotel door opens to rooms fit to be a palace.  This is one of many riads, formerly 

private homes, usually with walls removed to open three such adjacent dwellings into one larger hotel.  

Ornate tiles and carvings decorate everything from floor to ceilings.  Elaborate chandeliers hang from 

lofty ceilings and two fountains center sitting areas and private dining rooms.  The bedrooms are also 

richly decorated, but less so, and substantially smaller, though ours includes a spacious bathroom and 

shower, and a sitting area with a small table.  Awkward, though, is where to open our suitcases. 

 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 

Volubilis 1 

(Bert)  Viewing the colorful Moroccan countryside from the spacious windows and comfort of the big 

ōǳǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ǘǊŜŀǘΦ  ¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ ride to Volubilis provides some of my most scenic photos and it is hard to 

pick the best to include here.  Since we do so much today with lots of photos, I will split it into several 

journal entries.  I took all of the photos below from the bus as we drive.  Note the details sometimes 

show farmers plowing with donkeys. 

 



 

 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

Volubilis 2 

(Shari)  Volubilis, a Roman city of 500 AD had 10,000 people living in it before its demise.  In the 1700s 

the Lisbon earthquake destroyed it but it recently has been undergoing restoration.  Amazing to me is 

the intricacies of the tile work still in existence.  After lunch, we visit Meknes, a city protected by three 

rings of walls and formerly housing a stable for 12,000 horses.   

(Bert)  Outside of Rome itself, the Roman ruins at Volubilis are the most impressive and extensive I have 

visited.  Originally a Berber city dating to the third century BC, it first was the capital of Mauretania.  

Romans took over the city in 40 A.D., building a city wall surrounding semicircular towers, elaborate 



homes, monuments, and temples.  Its peak population grew to 20,000 inhabitants.  In 285, local Berber 

tribes captured the city and the Romans did not recapture it because its remoteness at the 

southwestern corner of the empire made it difficult to defend.  Abandoned in the 11th century, most of 

the structures remained intact.  Subsequently, the 1755 Lisbon earthquake destroyed many buildings 

and stones were removed to build Meknes.  Excavations began in 1915 and what we see today is far-

reaching and amazing, especially concerning the detailed intact mosaics. 

 
Southwest corner of Roman Empire.  Volubilis is in lower left corner of map. 

 
Volubilis was built on Mount Zerhoun.  Olive trees in the far distance. 



 

 
House of Orpheus 



 
Mosaic floor in house of Orpheus 

 
Details of mosaic showing animals charmed by music of Orpheus playing the lyre 



 
9ƳǇŜǊƻǊ DŀƭŜƴΩǎ ǘƘŜǊƳŀƭ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ōŀǘƘǎ 

 
Remnants of olive press 



 
Monument dedicated to Jupiter, Juno, and Minerva, about 218 A.D. 

 
The Forum 



 
House of the Rider: mosaic details showing acrobat riding backward on a horse 

 
Triumphal Arch, built in 217 A.D. in honor of Emperor Caracalla and his mother Julia Domna 



 
House of Columns, named for various columns (fluted, plain, and spiral) 

 
Square archway 



 
Mosaic floor 

 
Mosaic details of Bacchus discovering Ariane 



 
Arches of Volubilis 

Meknes 

(Bert)  From Volubilis we travel to the walled city of Meknes, the former home of the 17th century sultan, 

Moulay Ismail.  Most unusual are the granaries and stable the sultan had built for his 12,000 royal 

horses.  Each horse had a groom and a slave who aided the groom and kept the stable exceptionally 

clean.  No ordinary granary, to keep it cool the walls are very thick and tall, with vents in the ceiling, and 

an underground stream for additional cooling.  Outside the granary and stables is an artificial lake built 

for the sultan to supply water for his horses. 



 
Date-palm-lined park in Meknes 

 
Ornate gate to walled historic center of Meknes 



 
Sahrij Swani, a lake created to supply water for horses 

 
Granary 



 
Mechanism to bring water up from underground stream 

 
Inside the granary 



 
Horse stables for 12,000 

Fes 1 

(Shari)  Amazing as they were, the ruins and stables are not the highlight of the day.  At 6:45 PM a 19-

year-old girl (Arab name escapes me) comes to walk us to her home.  She speaks English impeccably, 

telling us she learned it from American songs and U-tube.  She has such charisma and captivates the six 

of our group for the two hours we are with her.  We meet her mother Fatima, her banker father, and 

her younger 14-year-old sister.  Her mother has cooked our meal of lamb tagine and also serves it.      

Our hostess translates our English to French for her parents, asking and answering questions.  She is in 

her second year of college, studying finance and business, and hoping to get her PhD.  She is a modern 

Arab girl that does not wear traditional dress although her mother does.  When the evening call to 

prayer is heard, dad leaves the table to walk across the street for his prayers, returning about 20 

minutes later.  She is interested in what we all do and listens intently as we tell her, translating as we go 

to her parents.  She walks us back to our Riad, promising to ŜƳŀƛƭ ǳǎ ƘŜǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜŎƛǇŜ ŦƻǊ ŦŜǊƳŜƴǘŜŘ 

butter. 



 
Fatima and her two daughters 

 
Fatima serving Bert mint tea 



 
A few of our travel group with Moroccan family in their home 

 
Fatima with daughter and husband 

Fes medina 1 



ό{ƘŀǊƛύ  ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ Ŧǳƴ ŦƛƭƭŜŘ Řŀȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΦ  CŜȊΩǎ ƳŜŘƛƴŀ ƻǊ ƻƭŘ Ŏƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ  hǳǊ 

riad or hotel us in it, as is the house we visited for dinner last night.  Yet we have to take a bus to get to 

the market.   We walk the narrow-streets and alleys for five hours, always keeping our guide in sight for 

fear of getting lost.  The oldest street, some 600 years old, is also the narrowest.  It is only about 3 feet 

wide and very dark.    

(Bert)  Medina is an Arabic word, retained in the English language and referring to the ancient quarter of 

a city in northern Africa.  A walled medina centers all of the cities we have visited thus far.  In the oldest 

sections, all of the buildings are built contiguously, with very narrow passageways between them.  

Rachid has warned us to walk single file, staying to one side, and listening for vendors trying to pass us 

with donkeys, bicycles, scooters, motorcycles, and all manner of carts.  None of these vehicles moves 

slowly and instead they barge on ahead, revving their engines if necessary.  A straight passageway is not 

ǘƻ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻƴŜ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƴŀƳŜΣ ǎƻ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƭƻǎǘ ƛǎ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊΦ  !ƴ άŀŘŘǊŜǎǎέ ƛǎ ŀ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ 

of the medina plus a number.   

 
Hillside view of the Fes medina 



 
Closely packed buildings in the medina 

 
Minaret and mosque inside the medina 



 
One of the gates through the wall of the Fes medina 

 
bŀǊǊƻǿŜǎǘ άǎǘǊŜŜǘέ ƛƴ aƻǊƻŎŎƻ 



 

 



 

Fes medina 2 

(Bert)  In addition to private homes, riads, mosques, and synagogues, the majority of buildings house 

small cubicles open to the street, each occupied by a single vendor or artisan.  A few larger quarters 

Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴ άŦŀŎǘƻǊƛŜǎέ ŦƻǊ ƭŜŀǘƘŜǊ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƻǊ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎΦ  ²Ŝ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊȅ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŘƻȊŜƴǎ ƻŦ 

workers create a wide variety of tables, fountains, and smaller items of pottery.  Workers use their 

hands and simple tools, often working in an assembly line format. 

 
Pottery making 



 
Adding patterns to the pottery 

 
Finished bowl 



 
Workers sit on the floor, working with hand tools 

 
Chipping ceramic tiles into polygonal shapes 



 
Chipped ceramic pieces 

 
Placing the ceramic pieces on a flat adhesive surface



 
Nearly-finished table top 

 
Finished products 



 
Finished tabletop 

 

Fes medina 3 

(Shari)  Different areas of the souk cluster vendors together by the goods they make or sell.  First, we 

meander through the food section.  Besides the normal fruits and vegetables, meat and fish, we see 

camel meat and goats heads.  The artful arrangement of dates and nuts fascinates me.  Women make 

extremely thin dough much like filo, but thinner.  We see coppersmiths forming pots and kettles by 

hand, pottery workers making colorful clay items, wood carvers carving elaborate decorations into 

furniture and kitchen items, sweaty men dyeing clothing, and others weaving fabric into clothes.   



 
Carts, people, and olives 

 
Olives 



 
Dates 

 
Goat feet 



 
Goat heads 

  
Camel head and man dying used clothing 



 
Metalwork 

 



 
Copper metalworker 

 
Pick a chicken and the sales clerk will cut off its head for you 



 
Coca-Cola delivery vehicle 

Fes medina 4 

(Shari)  Once I saw a TV program about dying leather, so I am anxious to visit the place and see the big 

vats of dye with leather in various stages of completion.  Leather goods are sold and I am so tempted to 

buy a ƎƻŀǘΩǎ ǎƪƛƴ ŎƻŀǘΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǎƻŦǘ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǘŜǊǇǊƻƻŦΦ  L Řƻ ōǳȅ ŀ ƘŀƴŘ ǿƻǾŜƴ ǎŎŀǊŦ ŀǎ ǿŜ ŀƭƭ ŘƻΦ  

The seller knew what he was doing when he draped it artfully over our heads. 

(Bert)  Traditional Arabic weddings last for days and the bride wears seven different gowns, each of a 

different color. In the section of the medina dedicated to selling these gowns, each vendor displays 

multiple colors.  At the leather factory, we climb three stories of steps to a position overlooking the 

operation.  To remove hair and soften the leather, goatskins soak in vats containing pigeon feces, a 

source of ammonia.  Other vats contain natural dyes such as indigo for blues and greens, madder root 

for red, henna for red-brown, pomegranate skin for black, and the most precious, saffron, for producing 

yellow.  Wet skins hang from balconies on the surrounding multi-story buildings. 



 
Wedding gowns 

 
Dying vats in leather factory 



 
Drying goat skins 

 
Upper stories of leather factory, with drying goatskins 

(Bert)  Still wandering the medina, Rachid guides us through an unobtrusive doorway, down a stairway, 

and into a windowless weaving shop.  Several workers operate looms in traditional methods.  The owner 

explains the different cloths they work with:  cotton, sheep wool, and silk made from palm trees.  He 

ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜǎ ǎŎŀǊŦǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƘŜŀŘǎ ŦƛǊǎǘΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴΦ  He fits the scarfs in a variety of ways, 

producing quite different effect.  The women are so intrigued they all want to buy a scarf for 

themselves.  We take a group photo to show off our new look. 



 

 
Operating a loom 

 



 
Moroccans now refer to Jeff as Ali Baba 

 
A selfie, using a mirror 



 
Mysterious 

 

Middle Atlas Mountains 

(Bert)  Thus far, we have been traveling mostly in the lowlands of the western part of Morocco, with the 

exception of the relatively low (8000 ft.) Rif Mountains in the far north.  Today we travel farther inland 

through the much taller Middle Atlas and later, the High Atlas Mountains.  While previously much of the 

rural areas have higher rainfall, suitable for farming, today we see much drier areas, barely appropriate 



for sheep grazing, and, at the highest areas, devoid of trees or even shrubs.  Nonetheless, the scenery is 

again fascinating from the comfort of our big bus.  We pass through very few villages and, elsewhere, a 

small scattering of roughly built houses in the countryside.  At Ifran, one of the more substantial alpine 

villages, looking much like a ski resort but without any ski hills, Jeff and I walk around the streets while 

others enjoy coffee.  I photograph a pair of Jackdaws and then Jeff spots a bird very high in a leafless 

tree.  It is too high to identify through binoculars, but from my photos I recognize it as a Mistle Thrush. 

(Shari)  A long bus drive seems short.  We have 48 seats for 14 passengers.  I keep changing sides to 

avoid the sun as the bus winds up the mountain.  So much interesting scenery as we make our way 

across the Atlas Mountains.  The terrain loses its green and replaces it with brown. Rocks are 

everywhere and gathered into border fencing.  For a coffee and bathroom break, we stop at a cute ski 

village.  Here Bert finds fossils at terrific prices.  We use all our Moroccan money to purchase trilobite 

and ammonite fossils.  He holds up the whole bus, waiting for change, and puts us behind schedule.     

 
Our spacious bus 



 
The northern edge of the Middle Atlas Mountains 

 
Small villages 



 
Few houses, some appearing abandoned 

 
Jackdaw 



 
Mistle Thrush 

 
Sheep grazing among rocks, cedars in background 

(Bert)  While in the Middle Atlas, we pass dense patches of cedar trees.  Here we get a quick glimpse of 

Barbary macaques (Barbary apes) usually associated with Gibraltar, but actually an ape of the Atlas 

Mountains of Algeria and Morocco.  After the cedar forests, the land becomes barren and exceedingly 

rocky.  The few dwellings are temporary, often covered with blankets, and are used by nomads that 

bring their sheep here to graze on the sparse grass.  In the distance, we pass Jbel Bou Naceur, the 

highest peak in Middle Atlas Mountains at just over 10,000 feet. 



(Shari)  We see Barbary apes, but after leaving the bus for a better look at the apes, we find none.  At 

one point when in the mountains, I checked my GPS and found we are at almost 6000 feet.  Patches of 

snow show along the road.   

 
Newly planted cedar forest 

 
Barbary macaques 

 



 
Snow in shadows of rocks, altitude 6200 ft. 

 
Nomadic sheepherder and his flock 



 
Nomad dwelling 

 
Distant sheep herds on treeless mountains 



 
Jbel Bou Naceur, highest peak in Middle Atlas Mountains 

(Shari)  I usually forget that I am in Africa until I see the Afriquia fuel stations that are dominant in the 

country.  Another stop is at a fuel station for a potty breaƪΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘy has four stalls, two of 

which we leave unoccupied as these are squatting potties (just holes in the floor) with no toilet paper.  

The other two have no toilet paper either but at least they are western style, albeit without seats.  In 

addition, there is no water in the sinks.  Luckily, we each have Kleenex and hand sanitizers along.  Our 

guide tells us these pit stops are the best in this remote area.   

We see many sheep that Rachid says are owned by the nomads that are on the mountain looking for 

grass not covered in snow.  We stop again at a lake where the birders scan for birds.   We stop for lunch 

at Hotel Taddart and we have a delicious trout meal.   



 
Lake stop with only a White Wagtail on the shore 

 
Northern boundary of High Atlas Mountains, viewed from Middle Atlas 



 
Adobe dwelling in the middle of nowhere 

 

 



 

 
Hotel Taddart in Midelt 



 
Trout for lunch 

 
Common Raven in the Middle Atlas Mountains at Midelt  

High Atlas Mountains 

(Bert)  Traveling through the Middle Atlas Mountains, the ride was straight with a rise in elevation barely 

noticeable.  What a difference we experience when we drive through the High Atlas: sharp curves, 

dramatic drop-offs, and soaring raw mountains rising over 13,000 ft.  Looking more closely at the 



slanted mountainsides, I can see the evidence of plate tectonics.  In the early Jurassic Period, the 

supercontinent Pangea split apart, leaving this area within the African plate, near a boundary with the 

Eurasian and North American plates.  Large blocƪǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊǘƘΩǎ ŎǊǳǎǘ ǎƭƛǇǇŜŘ ŘƻǿƴǿŀǊŘΣ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ 

pushed back up even higher in the Cenozoic Period when the African and Eurasian plates collided. 

 

 



 

 


