SPM – Day 8 

Today, we're off for a tour of Fes and a tour of the Medina (old city) to see and experience the contrasts between modern Fes and ancient Fes. We first had a buffet breakfast at the hotel and, those of us going on this excursion, reported to our coach at 8 am sharp.   Breakfast this day is the skimpiest and poorest of any of the hotels we've been in.  There is far less variety, the breakfast room is crowded, uncomfortable, and difficult to navigate and instead of delicious espresso and good coffee, this hotel has a Nescafe machine!  Yeech!  The other machine, which just serves hot water broke down.  Oh well, at least the scrambled eggs aren't runny!

We spent about a half hour touring Fes and driving going through the various quarters - French, Spanish, Jewish, etc.  Once upon a time, up until the reign of Queen Isabella the Catholic, as she is called, and King Ferdinand, three cultures and religions lived in perfect harmony in Spain.  With the Spanish inquisition, the Moslems and the Jews fled Spain.  Many settled in Morocco, where they were welcomed.  Fast forward now to King Mohamed V, the grandfather of the current King of Morocco who ruled during WWII.  During this conflict, Morocco was neutral.  The Nazis demanded that Morocco turn over their Jews but the King replied that he had no Catholics, Moslems or Jews, only Moroccans, and with that, protected the Jews in Morocco during WWII.  In Jerusalem, there is an avenue named for him for his courage and conviction. His daughter, Lala Fatima (Lady Fatima) was well liked and respected for her courageous battles to give women in Morocco many rights.  

And remarkably, she fought these battles during a time when women were treated like the Taliban treat them today. But her brother respected her work and her vision. Today, women in Morocco are educated, free to wear western clothing, expose their arms, legs and faces, and earn a living.  In fact, women carpet weavers often earn more than their husbands.  So, Morocco is getting there, slowly.  Hasan II, the son of Mohamed V, was said to be a ruthless despot who set the country back again, and tolerated terrible corruption (so we have been told).  But, the current King, Mohamed VI, King of Morocco and keeper of the Moslem faith, is an entirely different breed.  He is progressive and forward thinking, so we've been told, emphasizing education and opportunity for everyone.  For the first time, there is freedom of speech and true religious freedom. He has built highways, rebuilt crumbling antiquities and beautified cities.  Cue the trumpets and that's enough for politics.  Morocco is still a third world country and nothing illustrated that more strongly than visiting the Medina today.

But, before we visited the Medina, we stopped off at the president's palace to see the magnificent palace doors and the magnificent mosaics that surround  them. No, we weren't invited in.  Guess no one in our group had that much clout!  The fellow in the picture wearing the “whatever the gown is called,” was our guide Mohamed, who we called “mumu” which means “baby.” 

We did so because if we were to call to our guide, Mohamed, in a Medina full of Moslems, a dozen or more would surely turn around.  So, Steve chose the term “mumu” for Mohamed.  

And now, we moved on to the Medina.


The Medina is the center city where many people live as their ancestors did in the 9th century, yes, the 9th century when this Medina was completed.  Thick walls enclose the Medina and within its walls are a catacomb of narrow streets where people travel about on foot, on donkeys and burros, and where animals have the right-of-way over people.  The cry “balak” means get out of the way or get run over!  Our group of 35 was split in two (Aussies and New Zealanders in one group and North Americans in the other) and each was given a guide to lead us through the Medina, someone to bring up the rear, and a “lookout” to spot the “pick pockets” who roam the territory and who are fondly called “piano players.”

We were told that this was going to be a 4-hour tour.  We entered a world where all the butcher shops and spice shops inhabit one street, knife sharpeners line another section, and where the shops are smaller than the smallest closet you have in your house.  Shops are delineated through pictures since the population is mostly illiterate.  The real estate agent, for example, had an “office” with a cot, a chair and a small table.  There was room for two and no more.  And, that's where you'd come if you wanted to buy a property in the Medina. 

We were told that there are people living today in the Medina who have never been on the outside.  And, I can believe it.  We were strongly cautioned not to stray from our group and in fact, the guide stopped frequently to count heads and make sure we were all accounted for.  We were cautioned not to stop to buy things from the vendors who, in fact, don't care if\you buy, but instead, want to locate where you keep your money so he can tell his buddies who will gladly relieve you of your possessions.  We were told that if, by any chance, we got separated from the group, we were not to try to find our way back, but to stay put and someone would find us!

I thought this all sounded a bit severe until we entered this world!  And indeed it was like being thrown back several hundred years in time, except for all the tour groups. We wove in and out of narrow cobblestone streets - one so narrow that we all had to walk sideways and in single file.  We plastered ourselves against the walls on several occasions as donkeys – either singly or in a caravan – came through the streets or men pushing carts needed to get through.  We were pushed, shoved, and jostled as we made our way from one end of the Medina to another.  We stopped to buy post cards, postage stamps and a camera battery. We climbed up and down a million steps and saw the education center and other noteworthy buildings within the Medina.  We visited a rug shop, where the government sells the rugs woven by Berber and other Moroccan women, and where, for the first time in nearly three hours, we got to sit down!  We visited a tannery where one could purchase leather goods, a fabric shop to see fabric being woven and where one could buy scarves or clothes or handbags made from this same woven fabric. We indeed spent more than 4 hours traipsing through the Medina and at the end I understood how someone could spend his/her life in there.  He/she probably couldn't find his/her way out!  I certainly couldn't have if I would have been lost.  

And, of course, there were no restroom facilities.  I would venture to bet there were no modern restrooms anywhere in the Medina.  There is running water and electricity,so that's a start, but the people prefer oil lamps.  The pictures Jeff took give you only the slightest idea of what we saw.  What an experience.  

This afternoon, Jeff went off with some of the group to the hillside village of Bhalil, and the Naji ceramics factory.  Bhalil is about 45 minutes outside of Fez.  The building fronts look like any other building fronts, with doors and windows.  But inside, they are caves that go 20 or 30 feet into the limestone hillside.  The women in this village make extra money by braiding or crocheting silk-like threads into spheres that can be used as buttons.  The threads are said to come from the agave plant.

The Naji ceramics factory uses white clay, not red clay (white is supposedly stronger).  And the pieces are fired twice at a very high temperature.  The firing kilns are fueled with the dried olive pulp and ground olive pits that are left over after the olive oil production process.  This fuel is what creates the very high temperature in the kilns.  In addition to bowls and dishes and trays, they make tiles.  Some of the tiles are used on walls.  Some are a solid color, and these are then cut by hand into the small shapes that are used in ceramic mosaic designs in Morocco hotel lobbies.  Jeff bought a small blue and white tile that can be used as a trivet.

Dinner tonight was a buffet at the hotel.  Lots of different dishes including lamb, eggplant and other vegetables, both cold and hot and desserts.  It was pretty good.  Tomorrow, we're off to Marrakesh.  Our “travel director” learned from a group traveling in the opposite direction that one of the routes between Fez and Marrakesh had been washed out in the heavy rains, and they had to backtrack and didn't get to Fez until 3AM.

