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At 08:40 we left the hotel with two local guides, Abdullah and Azzeddine on board. Whisper sound 

sets were distributed en route.

Our first stop was at a palace gate where we got a basic lecture. This was the area to which the Jews 

and Muslims came after being expelled from Andalusia in the fourteenth century. The architecture is

basically Andalusian. There used to be both mosques and synagogues in the area but the synagogues

were moved to the new town.

The walls to the gate were covered in mosaiques. The tiles are cut by hand and then fired in kilns 

that use olive pits as fuel. There are only geometric patterns as Islam forbids images of people or 

animals. The cedar wood used in the gates comes from a huge cedar forest in the Middle (Moyen) 

Atlas mountains.

Within the Medina ( walled town) there is a university for the liberal arts that anybody can attend 

and it is free. The system is ‘learning by ear’ in Arabic. It was established in 859 AD and is the oldest 

in the world. There is a university that teaches the sciences that operates in French in the new town.

The last of the diaspora Jews and Arabs left Grenada in 1492 – an easy date to remember. The Jews 

became dominant in the jewellery business. Gold and other jewellery is mandatory as part of the 

Arab dowry.

There was a great push to convert the indigenous Berbers to Islam.

Fes is strategically located between the Riff and Atlas mountains. You must pass through Fes.

At 09:15 we passed the American Fondoule, an animal hospital set up by an American woman. I 

heard the name Barbara Hutton, but I am not sure if she or another American women was the 

benefactor.

Before entering the Medina, we were warned that a shout of BALLAK meant get out of the way. 

Failure to do so might result in being run over by a donkey bearing goods within the narrow 

passageways. There are 12,000 alleys within this labyrinth. Wherever we went there were silent 

beggars with their hands held out.
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The alleys were claustrophobic with animals and people pressing past each other – a pickpockets 

delight.

At 10:15 we were at the carpet Co-op. It is so called because 2,000 widows weave carpets at home 

and bring them to the Co-op for sale. The carpets are all double-knotted.

We started with Moroccan Scotch, mint tea, with or without sugar.

The usual carpet show was performed with four levels of men. First, the donkeys who lugged the 

carpet into the show area, then the showman who threw out the carpet with a flourish, then the 

commissioned salesmen who fell on the prey and finally the supervisor who barked orders.

The most pricey ones were those with 2.5 million knots per meter ( I think he meant 2 thousand), 

which can take a woman five years to make, depending on size.

The women all got a small ceramic gift from the widows.

Back in the alleys we had to continually dodge donkeys and their droppings.

The next stop was the tannery. We climbed a narrow set of stairs to get to an outside porch from 

which we could look down into a courtyard full of huge vats. The skins are brought in daily from the 

slaughterhouse (outside the town) and then soaked for three days in a lime mixture to make it easier

to clean the skins. At some point the ammonia from pigeon droppings is used.

After three hours we finally got a chance to use the Happy Rooms.

Then we were back in the alleys, where we had a mandatory stop ten minute stop at a gift shop so 

that the hawkers could get at us with no protection.

By 12:15 we were at the weavers. Once again it was a rabbit warren and I felt that I was in the 

spider’s lair.

They use Agave silk to weave beautiful clothes for men and women. We were told that frequent 

washing really softens it.

We drove back to the hotel for an opportunity to buy lunch and to wash the donkey mess off our 

shoes.
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During the morning two people lost their passports. The Tour Manager was able to find them. I am 

still trying to decipher the meaning of ‘lost and found’.

I had a banana and some water in my room for lunch and wrote part of this blog.

At 14:45 we departed for the optional visit to a typical village. En route we learned that Fes is the 

second largest city in Morocco. We ran into a different rush hour as people tried to get back to their 

work places to finish the afternoon 14:00 to 18:00 shift.

When people park on the street their pay a watchperson one dirham – this provides employment for

thousands.

The Minister of Agriculture owns the biggest shopping mall in the country.

In Fes it can get to 47′ Celsius and the road tar melts. Kids play in the fountains to cool off.

There is a move to provide cheap condominium housing in the eighty square metre range. Al-Qaeda 

targets the young people in poor neighbourhoods to brain wash them and train them as assassins or 

suicide bombers.

Canada sells wheat to Morocco at one third the world market price. As a result, a villager can buy a 

loaf of bread for about thirteen cents.

The government is trying to stop the marriage of under-aged girls. The law now requires a minimum

age of eighteen. The government is building dormitories in high schools and universities so that 

students can safely study away from home. I heard that seventy percent of university students are 

women, but I cannot verify that fact.

We got to the Bhalil village at 15:30 and walked uphill. Our first pause was at the wedding DJ. If you 

cannot afford real musicians for a wedding, then this store provides.

Then we paused at a hole in the wall where four women were making buttons. They start with a 

paper wadding and then embroider it to create a button. You need 300 such buttons for a dress.

Then we saw a woman grinding henna with a mortar and pestle. Henna is used to dye hair reddish.

Then we saw a woman balancing a huge bag of laundry on her head. She was headed to the 

communal washing stand.

           Previous                                             Back to Photos                                            Next

http://www.ironsides.net/IronTrip/MorBlog/M1.pdf
http://www.ironsides.net/IronTrip/MorBlog/M3.pdf
http://www.ironsides.net/IronTrip/2013_Photos.htm


At 16:05 we arrived at the house cave. From the outside it was not immediately apparent that it was 

a cave. We all filed in and found seating – the temperature was noticeably cooler.

The nomadic Berbers had found these caves and used them as shelter in the winter.

The star of the show was a woman of about eighty years of age. She told her story in the Berber 

language through our Tour Manager, himself a Berber. She was an orphan who at age twelve was 

taken in by the family that lived in this cave. At age fifteen there was an arranged marriage with a 

son of the family. She gave birth to seven children in the cave and one in the hospital. She preferred 

home birth with the aid of midwives.

Then the funny part started. The old woman was quite the actress. She professed great interest in 

our Brazilian woman traveller and offered her five goats to marry a man in her family, with the 

added offer of one cow when the first child was born. The Brazilian husband got into it and started 

haggling to increase the dowry.

The old woman insisted that the Brazilian lady had to pass the water bucket test. The old woman 

hoisted a 25 pound bucket of water onto her head and balanced it perfectly. Our Brazilian matched 

the feat, sort of – she need a bit of help with the balance.

Satisfied, the old woman kissed her new “daughter-in-law” on the forehead. We began to wonder 

where it would all end.

When we left the cave house, the matriarch gave each person a firm handshake. I was quite taken 

with the dignity and poise of this woman who had lived a tough life.

The last stop in the village was at the owner of the button operation. He supplied all the materials to 

the women button makers and bought back the finished product at three Dirham per button. The 

buttons were then sold to the local tailors.

At 17:00 we headed back to Fes to visit the ceramic district. It is outside town to minimize the effects

of pollution from the ceramic kilns.

After three hours, the first thing we did was visit the Happy Rooms. Then we watched a man 

throwing clay on a kick-spun potters wheel and women painting glaze on pottery. As a separate 

operation, we saw men cutting bits of ceramic and arranging the pieces to create a mosaic.
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Then we had the inevitable show room and haggling before returning to the hotel.

We got back to the hotel at 18:38 and reported for a buffet dinner at 19:30 hrs.

Tomorrow we get a wake up at 06:00, bags and breakfast at 06:30 and wheels rolling at 07:30 hrs.

The pace is a bit too hectic for my taste.
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