SPM -Day 10

Today we set out for a “Souk” (Sook) or market in Ourika Valley, about 45 minutes out of Marrakesh.  We're told that this market is as it was in biblical times where folks (mostly men) from all around the area over would come together to exchange news and gossip and buy and sell goods.  We started our journey at 7:30 am, earlier than other days. Under European laws, as embodied in a tachometer, our regular bus had to rest for 24 hours, so we  engaged a local bus and driver to fill in until we can once again use our bus.  The difference is that our regular bus is a 55-passenger bus with 15 seats removed so that there's lots of leg room, and this local bus still has all 55 seats in it.  But, it's only transportation for a couple of hours.  In the meantime, our bus is around the corner being looked after by a man our guide hired to stay with it until we have to continue our journey through Morocco.  This man will wash the bus and sleep on it so that no one tries to enter or vandalize it.  We had another such “guardian” in Fes and one in Tangier as well.  Such is life.  With unemployment so high, and many devout Muslims refusing to accept money unless they work, there are, fortunately, people who will provide this service. 

The Souk was indeed an experience, as you can see from the pictures.  I can't ever recall sharing space with donkeys, chickens, sheep, and other assorted oddities both two and four legged.  The Souk is populated mostly by males who congregate to exchange news, sell what they don't need and buy what they do.  There is an herbalist who has “office hours” and a doctor who will tend to those who aren't getting better with herbs.  Women can only be treated by the doctor (usually male  with lots of female nurses and attendants) with the permission of their husbands.  We only saw one or two women working the stalls at the Souk.  All the rest were men. And, as for biblical times – well, the concept is all that remains.

We visited the “barber” who not only cuts hair but pulls teeth and circumcises young boys – (but maybe not all with the same instruments).  We encountered tradesmen and craftsmen of every variety.  We would have liked to get more pictures, but here in Morocco, if you want to take a person's photo, you need to offer them some money.  The rule at the Souk was, “if it moves, you need to pay to photograph it.”  In all, glad to say, “been there, done that, don't need to do it again.”   Glad not to have to keep looking down – donkeys you know – and,  of course, we didn't eat anything!

We left the Souk to visit a family this guide has known for a long time.  The whole group of us, about 30 strong, were invited in after being greeted by the family dog. Dogs are unusual pets in Morocco since they are considered “unclean”.  Our guide found this particular dog, a  combination of dachshund and other breeds,  in the street as a throw away.  This family took her in and she is now a healthy, happy dog.  

The house is up a hill.  We entered the barn where the cow and donkey live.  The next level, a couple of steps up is the kitchen.  Mother, daughter-in-law (with baby cradled on her back) and two other daughters were all working in the kitchen.  Mom and daughter-in-law were chopping herbs for the main meal while the younger two were baking bread in a pan over a fire. We were shown the quarters of the son and daughter-in-law who live with the mom and dad, but in a section which was added on when the two of them were married.  Theirs was undoubtedly an arranged marriage as almost all are among the tribes.  The wife goes to live with the husband's family after marriage. 

There was a large room with mattresses and covers all around for sitting.  That was for the women.  The men have a sitting room next door.  Moving through the house we came to the main part where mom and dad live.  We were invited to sit down and saw how this Berber family makes mint tea.  The tea starts with green tea leaves.  Hot water, which has been boiled for 10 minutes is poured over the tea to “wash” it.  A little is poured out and if it's black, it has been washed.  Then a handful of mint leaves are added to the tea along with lots of sugar.  Each of us was offered a glass of tea along with some of the fresh-baked bread which we could dip in olive oil or honey.  The mint tea is really good, but I prefer mine without sugar.

We returned to the hotel for a ”bio” break – there were no washrooms as we understand them anywhere near the Souk or in the Berber home.  Next, we're off to Djama's al-Fina, the artist's square, where, during the day you can see snake charmers, acrobats, monkeys, and assorted other characters.  You can see them, but you can't take their pictures unless you pay them.  Remember the “if it moves” rule. We didn't have long to walk around this square and Jeff was looking for a boucherouite (bu-sher-wit) or rag rug, which we found at a rug dealer on the square and we bargained down to a little more than half the original asking price.

Purchase in hand, and now on the bus, we left for the Casbah, and to visit an herbalist shop, where we got to learn about various herbal and all-natural compounds that we could purchase – and we did.  Morocco is one of two countries (Mexico is the other one) that produces Argon oil  for cosmetic use.  This oil comes from the seeds of the “goat” tree.  It reduces wrinkles and smooths the skin.  It is being added to cosmetic creams in the USA, but here in Morocco, you can buy pure Argon Oil and wonderful Argon soap.  The herbalist also puts together wonderful packages of spices – sort of like what Penzey's  does – which we also bought.

One more stop at a silversmith's – which Jeff and I skipped.  We returned to the hotel for lunch and some R&R before this evening's festivities.

Tonight we took a horse and carriage ride from our hotel back to the square we visited earlier in the day.  The contrast between day and evening at the square is remarkable.  There are now a zillion people and lots food vendors 

cooking dishes such as snails, tongue, tripe and other things which don't look too appetizing to me.  We climb to the top of a building at the far end of the square in order to try to capture this mass of humanity ad the environs. We then board our bus once again to go to the restaurant for dinner.

Turns out this is the best meal we've had all trip long.  Authentic Moroccan cooking and entertainment to boot.  Small plates of appetizers come first – cauliflower, beets, carrots, eggplant and assorted veggies.  Next comes a lamb tagine cooked with prunes, apricots and almonds. Then comes the couscous served with lots of root vegetables and chicken.  Last, but not least is the traditional (so we're told) Moroccan dessert consisting of a plate of thin pastry topped with honey, nuts an other things.  When sliced is sort of falls apart and deflates.  As the guide described it, it sounded a lot like baklava, but in reality tasted more like wet sock!

Bus ride back to the hotel is short and we're all in need of a shower.  It's hot here – upper 80's.  That combined with the masses of people and the running we have been doing make it uncomfortable weatherwise.

Tomorrow is our last day in Morocco.

