SPM -Day 7

We're now in Morocco.  It is a third world country with what our guide describes as a very modern and progressive King.  Government here is a constitutional monarchy.  Our guide speaks very highly of the King – Mohamed VI or “M6” as he calls him fondly – and points to all the wonderful things he's doing and continues to do to improve the life of his people.  He has made education compulsory and he enforces that.  Certainly seems to be an important step in a country where 60% are illiterate and unemployment runs 30%.  He's built roads, housing for the poor, brought water and electricity to many areas (though many rural areas are still without), improved commerce, encouraged investment from foreigners, and the list goes on.  We are reminded daily that Morocco is indeed a third world country and saw evidence of that today as we took a detour to get to Fez (or Fes according to the road signs), our “home” for the next two nights.

It's interesting seeing so much in this compressed time, but the downside is that we're constantly moving, changing hotels, on the bus a lot (very comfortable bus it is, though) and remembering hotel room numbers gets to be a little dicey.  No such thing as a laundromat anywhere near here and since the natives don't have stoves and refrigerators, much less washing machines and dryers, the chance of getting clothes properly washed seems rather slim.  So, the hotel sink has become our washing method. Takes two days for anything to dry, though, and then some.

We had snow and rain in the DC area and here in Morocco, there was record rain – so much so that there severe floods washed out roads and flooded plains.  We started down the back road to Fes, but it had been washed out so we needed to detour to get to the super highway.  Our guide prefers the back roads so we can see more of the country and the people, and indeed we did. We saw truffles stacked for sale on the roadside that had been dug from under cork trees  and we stopped at a cork forest to examine and feel the bark.  We saw the contrast of tractors for some and horses or oxen pulling farm plows as well.  We saw people coming to a central well to draw their water and a woman washing clothes in a muddy stream.  But that was the countryside.  

In more modern Morocco and its environs, we saw apartments or condos being constructed.  These will be very expensive and have no stoves or refrigerators since everything is bought and eaten the same day.  This trip to Morocco promises to be an eye opener for sure.

While not as strong as in Seville, we still get warnings about pick pockets.  Our guide, who has been leading tours for nearly 40 years, takes the time to describe how these thieves operate and to warn us of the signs.  Good to be aware.

On the way to Fes, a long drive under the best of circumstances, we got to stop at a little village called Assilah.  We wandered through the village until we came to the stone wall at the end overlooking the Atlantic Ocean (or maybe it was a bay).  We were in a Casbah, which is a fort.  There are hundreds of casbahs in Morocco and the pictures show you how picturesque this village is.  The vendors however, still spot or smell a tourist a mile away, and we were followed by guys selling “Rolex” watches and sunglasses.  The best vendor was the cookie vendor who carried a big tray with a large variety of freshly baked cookies about the town.  Several of us indulged.

We left Assilah and headed to Larache for lunch and a bathroom break.  Here one needs coins (1 dirham) for the attendant.  The guide only takes us where he know the bathrooms will be up to our standards, or pretty nearly there.

And now we deviate.  Roads are washed out so we get a police escort (I kid you not!) to the road that will lead us to the main highway to Fes.  We have to go through miles of countryside, which we do before joining the highway.  

And then another problem surfaces.  Here, heavy vehicles, like tour buses and trucks that haul freight, have tachometers.  These tachometers only let the vehicle go so many miles before shutting down the engine.  So, here we are, merrily cruising towards Fes – in fact only ½ hour out – when the warning light comes on alerting the driver that unless we pull over and rest for ½ hour, the engine will shut down and we'll be stuck wherever we happen to be.  We reached a comfort stop where we had coffee, used the facilities, and generally grumbled about how late we were going to be arriving in Fes.  The late arrival impacts our dinner hour and since we switched from Gibraltar time to Moroccan time we were already one hour further behind. This weekend, we get another treat.  Europe and maybe Morocco, too, go on daylight savings time, so we lose another hour all over again. Imagine going through two daylight savings time losses in one month!

On the ride from Tangier to Fes, our guide, Steve, regales us with all kinds of little facts, historical, current, etc.  On one of our many bus rides when we were in Portugal, we passed an airport with the Portuguese airline sitting at a hangar.  The airline's initials are TAP, which our guide says stands for “Take Another Plane” or “Take A Parachute.”  Don't know what the letter really stand for, but I can guess that the “P” stands for Portugal.

In Fes (spelled with a “s” but pronounced more like a “z”) we're staying at the Ramada, formerly a Crown Plaza.  It's hot here during the day, but pleasant and cool at night.  Our luggage is brought up to our floor and then to save time, we go get our suitcases.  Under normal circumstances, such as if we arrived on time, the luggage would be delivered to the room.  Usually, the hotel has been notified of our arrival (the mongol hordes are coming by tour bus!) and rooms have been pre-assigned.  When we arrive, our guide gets out, gets the block of keys and in no time, we're up in our rooms.  Each hotel has a staff of porters, busboys, or whatever who help the driver unload all the luggage and put it on carts to deliver.  These same guys take the luggage from in front of our rooms and load it on the bus when we depart as well.  For this, the tour company takes very good care of the these folks so our luggage is always well taken care of.

Dinner,served at 8 pm was a traditional Moroccan meal, which happened to be mostly the same stuff that we had the night before, only not quite as good.  We onc again had harrara (?) a traditional tomatoey Moroccan soup with chickpeas, chicken tagine with olives and lemon rind (although we got no olives or lemon on our dry chicken), some kind of pigeon pie in between the soup and tagine (it was really ground chicken again) and fresh oranges sprinkled with cinnamon for dessert. 

But tonight we were celebrating the birthdays of two of our fellow travelers so we also were treated to entertainment.  There were four musicians, a belly dancer, and an acrobat who could balance a tray of lit candles and water glasses on his head.  It was entertaining.  Food was okay. Since this is Morocco, we're confined to eating in the hotel where it's definitely the safest, i.e. we're less likely to need Imodium on a regular basis.  Our guide is also very good about warning us of cleanliness (we all have tons of hand sanitizers which we use frequently) as well as alerting us to the not-so-honest ways of some of the population in each town we visit.  Guess Washington DC isn't so bad after all!

