
Day 3 - Oct 8 - Fes to Erfoud

We left the bustle of Fes and headed to Erfoud through the snow-capped High Atlas Mountains.

It was a rocky start as we had three Insight tours departing at the same time and one of the two elevators 

broke down. On the outskirts we saw upscale housing and one of the university campii. At 08:00 the 

students were already reporting for classes.

Caged chickens were being trucked into town reflecting the lack of refrigeration.

The Medina of Fes has a population of 500,000 and one third make their living as artisans. The red we 

associate with fire brigades comes down through history from the red outfits of the watermen. Watermen 

are the first line of defence against fire in the Medina.

Other countries are providing aid to vaccinate the children.

We crawled up the increasingly high slopes behind slow truck laden with apples. In villages at the 4,000 

foot level we saw men and women gathered to be hired as day labour to pick apples. We were now into 

Berber country.

The women apple pickers have no education and few choices. There was a 50% illiteracy rate at 

Independence in 1956, but literacy has now risen substantially. Children spend 5 to 6 years in elementary 

education and then move to the Student House in town for secondary studies. On the weekend these kids go

back to their parents. Those academically qualified get free university education. The hole in the system is 

that nomad kids get no formal education.

By 08:45 we were into an oak forest at 4,825 feet.

We passed the Al Akawayan University at 08:55 - it is staffed with American and British professors.

At 09:20 we had a short comfort stop at 5,350 feet and it was definitely cooler, but pleasantly so. Sports 

teams train in this area.

Then we were into the cedar forest. The cedars came from Lebanon. This is a ski area in winter.

The nomadic Berbers hire men to help if their flocks get too large. The employee gets 25% of sheared wool. 

Sheep form the basis of the banking system. You sell sheep to raise capital and buy sheep as an investment.

There are employed and unemployed dogs. The fit ones guard the seep from wolves. When a farmer fires a 

dog, it becomes unemployed and has to fend for itself. People bring doggies bags of uneaten food from 

restaurants and leave the bags for the unemployed dogs.

Mad dogs do not bark and are killed.

At 10:15 we dropped in unannounced at a Berber's tent. A couple of us did not approach as we thought it 

was a violation of their privacy. Can you imagine a coach load dropping into your home unannounced?

We maxed out at 7,083 feet only to learn that old donkeys are sold to the circus as food for lions and tigers.

Lunch was at 11:50 and was vegetable soup and chicken. We rolled again at 12:50 hrs.

We got onto a road that featured a tunnel built during the French Protectorate in 1923.
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There was a second pass at 6,100 feet. At the higher elevations goats replaced sheep, with the resultant 

damage as goats take everything.

At 14:00 we were into The Ziz Gorge. The geology dates back 30 million years. We had a photo stop at 14:25

and I thought we could have been in Utah.

Dates are a big part of the economy, some 85 varieties coming from Morocco. We went past one abandoned 

area at 14:20 that had been wiped out by locusts. Now government helicopters spray when locusts are 

detected.

Later we drove past a huge hydroelectric lake, 21 kms long, that had been created under King Hassan the 

Second.

We were into the town of Er Rachidia where there is a university. A girl from this institution won the top 

spot in all of Morocco and is now on scholarship in Paris. The king had just visited so the place was 

festooned with red Moroccan flags.

This area is the gateway to the Sahara and features large Army bases. Military service is now voluntary. The 

King is his own Minister of Defence. There is friction with Algeria over the Western Sahara. We would get 

as close as 15 miles to Algeria.

At the end of a 410 km drive we dropped into our hotel for a short break.

We were out again at 16:45 and drove 40 kms to the edge of the Sahara. There were four of us in each 

Toyota 4x4 truck.

On arrival at the Camel Park, those who had elected a camel ride were duly mounted. The others trudged up

the slippery slopes of the dunes for about 1 km.  By the way, it is easier to walk in the sand in your bare feet.

 Then we waited for sunset and sipped red wine. The harsh wind spoiled it a bit by whipping up the sand. 

We took photos as the sun set. I have seen better. But, it was memorable.

We got back in the jeeps and stopped in total darkness to look at the stars. The Milky Way put in a 

appearance, but the Moon and Venus stole the show.

Needless to say, we had a very late dinner.
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