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MOROCCO

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: shutterstock_1268850415jpg]

Dar Batha Museum garden, Fez | MITZO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

It was over 20 years ago in a sultan’s palace garden in Fez, with its fountains, citrus trees and palms, that I first fell in love with Morocco. Surrounded by glistening mosaic tiles, a colonnade of columns and carved cedarwood, I was at a concert at the Festival of World Sacred Music, and was bewitched. Two things kept me in Morocco: firstly, the diversity of the country with its ancient cities full of history, boundless desert sands, remote national parks, majestic mountain ranges, verdant winelands, delicious cuisine and truly beautiful coastline. And secondly, what makes it all sing: the people, whether they’re city slickers, medina artisans, rural women or desert nomads – they’re friendly and hospitable and enormously proud of their country.

Helen Ranger

helenranger.com and @conciergemorocco

Helen writes about African destinations for Lonely Planet, and runs a consultancy for bespoke travel in Morocco.
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My favourite experience is wending my way through tiny medina streets, aware I’m a bit lost, but then coming upon a magnificent ancient monument sitting there in all its glory, waiting to be marvelled over.

WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Morocco.
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The first thing I do when I go back to Tangier is head to a rooftop bar in the kasbah (pictured), where the white buildings, the blue of the sky and the ocean breeze are exhilarating. I listen to the people around me dip in and out of Darija, French, Spanish and English. It may no longer be an International Zone but Tangier’s still a fusion of cultures – so close to Europe and so different.

Sarah Gilbert

@SarahGTravels

Sarah is a freelance writer and photographer.

[image: shutterstock_1349167640jpg]

Pierre-Yves Babelon/Shutterstock ©
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I’m happy to call Taghazout Bay home. It’s the perfect playground, with many surf and yoga spots. I love the charm of the village and its grounded community. The slow daily rhythm of its people, living a simple life in tune with the ocean. To be able to balance this surfing life with hikes in the Atlas Mountains is a dream come true.

Sally Kirby

@sally_kirby and sallykirby.com

Sally is a yoga teacher and writer, specialising in travel, surfing and wellbeing.
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El hami zakaria/Shutterstock ©
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I always look forward to an Essaouira getaway, but I fell in love with El Jadida’s Cité Portugaise. Meandering along the ramparts as the late-afternoon sun cast a glow over the city and locals emerged for a wander had a special feeling. And beneath the city walls, the waves crashed in. Spotting the minarets, steeple and the synagogue from above made me wonder what this city must’ve been like under Portuguese rule.

Mandy Sinclair

mandyinmorocco.com

Mandy is a travel writer and podcaster behind Why Morocco.
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Madrugada Verde/Shutterstock ©
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The place that convinced me to buy a house in Fez was the produce market at R’cif. Its daily bustle is of far greater interest to me than any of the local museums. This is where medina life happens, and I love prowling its corridors in search of vegetables and fruit. Chatting with vendors about the best use of a cardoon or a hunk of camel meat, and finishing with a bowl of bissara and hot mint tea, watching the world wander by, is pure joy.

Tara Stevens

@courtyardkitchenfez

Tara is a food and travel writer, and founder of the Courtyard Kitchen Fez.
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A MAZE OF MEDINAS

A far cry from the modern cities alongside, the ancient, medieval medinas are the very essence of Morocco. Here in the winding, cobbled lanes of seemingly higgledy-piggledy houses are artisans plying their trades, boutique riad hotels, markets bursting with spices and fresh produce, tiny shops full of ceramics or brassware, soaring minarets and stately monuments. Pull up a chair in a pavement cafe, order a pot of mint tea and absorb Morocco’s famous Maghrebi mystique.

[image: shutterstock_261426143jpg]

Marrakesh medina | Maurizio De Mattei/Shutterstock ©

Marrakesh

Experience Djemaa El Fna (pictured) by day and by night, delve into some of the fascinating museums and take a calèche ride around the red city ramparts.

[image: shutterstock_685174879jpg]

Matej Kastelic/Shutterstock ©

Fez

Morocco’s spiritual capital is the world’s largest car-free city and a tangle of alleyways. Venture into the medina (pictured) to discover the golden triangle of monuments.
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Hindrik Johannes de Groot/Shutterstock ©

Chefchaouen

With its red-roofed houses tumbling down the mountainside to the kasbah on the square, this is the most photogenic medina.


Best Medina Experiences

[image: jpg]

Join the locals for a rip-roaring evening on Djemaa El Fna 1 choosing from the tastiest street food stalls, with musicians, dancers and acrobats to keep you entertained.

Peek into Moroccan culture at a concert at Essaouira’s Gnaoua World Music Festival 2.

Join a cooking class shopping expedition into the souqs, then learn to cook Moroccan-style and enjoy a slap-up lunch at Cafe Clock 3 in Chefchaouen.

Gaze at the impressive zellige mosaics, carved stucco and painted cedarwood at the serene Bahia Palace 4 in Marrakesh.

To get all steamed up, scrubbed and polished, head for the ancient hammam at Riad Laaroussa 5 in Fez.







ROCK THE KASBAH

Built of pisé (rammed earth), kasbahs feature in many towns and in the mountains. They were fortresses and palaces, some with commanding views of the valleys. Many have been converted into museums, luxury hotels or restaurants. Don’t miss an opportunity to visit one or stay overnight, to soak up the atmosphere of ancient mountain kingdoms.

[image: shutterstock_176569082jpg]

Aït Ben Haddou | JAN MASTNIK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Telouet

The formerly glorious El Glaoui fortress is crumbling back into the desert, but the 2nd-floor rooms still tell of the prestige of this family at its peak.

Drâa Valley

Of all the mighty kasbahs in this valley, the Kasbah des Caids in Tamnougalt is worth investigating. Or spend the night at the Kasbah Timidarte.


Best Kasbah Experiences

[image: jpg]

Tangier’s kasbah is at the top of the medina. Explore its Museum of Mediterranean Cultures 1.

Make like Jacques Majorelle and set up your easel at Kasbah Tigmi Noufella in the High Atlas or the El Glaoui stronghold in Telouet 2.

Visit Kasbah du Toubkal 3 in Imlil for trekking and vistas.

Explore Kasbah Tioute 4, 37km south of Taroudant in the Anti-Atlas.

Visit the museum inside Chefchaouen’s kasbah 5 to see local tribes’ costumes.







ATLANTIC BEACH LIFE

With almost 2500km of Atlantic coastline, Morocco has no end of beaches and breaks for those wanting to ride the waves or soar above them. Surfing is best from September to March. Tranquil lagoons, national parks and wetlands make the coastline a mecca for birdwatching. Boating, fishing and sandboarding are all on offer too.

Catching Waves

The top of Morocco’s surf spots is Taghazout (pictured): try out the world-famous wave at Anchor Point, home to a leg of the World Surf League tour.

[image: shutterstock_1377127454jpg]

YALCINS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Windy City

Ride Essaouira’s alizée (coastal winds) in Morocco’s most blustery city, with windsurfing and kitesurfing conditions suitable for beginners and experts alike (pictured).

[image: shutterstock_1190846215jpg]

SZYMON BARYLSKI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Serene Lagoons & Estuaries

Coastal national parks and a series of lagoon nature reserves between Oualidia and El Jadida are especially good birdwatching spots.


Best Beach Experiences

[image: jpg]

Learn to surf in  Taghazout 1 or indulge in a surf and yoga retreat. Further south are remote beaches for more experienced surfers.

Join the Rabatis and head to Plage des Oudaias 2 for a fun day by the seaside. Go during the week to avoid the crowds.

Head to far-flung  Dakhla 3 for desert, wind and watersport adventures.

Bring your binoculars to see pink flamingos, rare marsh owls, ospreys and thousands of wading birds in the Merja Zerga National Park at Moulay Bousselham 4.

Savour Oualidia’s 5famed oysters with a glass of Moroccan gris, and add mussels, sea urchins and crabs to your seafood extravaganza.







MOUNTAINS ON FOOT

With major mountain ranges, Morocco is superb trekking and walking country. Africa’s second-highest mountain, Toubkal in the High Atlas, might tempt you, or the lonely lunar landscapes of the Jebel Saghro that guard the Sahara. Further north, the Rif and the Middle Atlas have gentler slopes and forests of cedarwood trees. Discover villages full of Amazigh culture, traditions and architecture, and occasionally nomads living in Bedouin tents and caves.

[image: shutterstock_1631560483jpg]

Hiking, Jebel Toubkal | JAN JERMAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Toubkal Circuit

On this week-long circuit in the High Atlas, visit remote villages, including Tacheddirt (pictured), for a taste of local culture and sweeping views, before ascending Jebel Toubkal.

[image: shutterstock_747204352jpg]

PETER FODOR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Ifrane National Park

Take an easy hiking trail through magnificent mountains, cedar forests with Barbary macaques (pictured) and birds, and Amazigh villages in the little-known Middle Atlas.

[image: shutterstock_583530703jpg]

ONDREJ BUCEK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Jebel Saghro

Starkly beautiful desert trails are well off popular travel routes and accessible in winter when the High Atlas are snowed under.


Best Mountain Experiences

[image: jpg]

Test your mountain-climbing skills on Jebel Toubkal’s 1 two-day summit hike. At 4167m, it’s Morocco’s loftiest peak.

Stay at Kasbah Bab Ourika 2 overlooking the Ourika Valley, go for gentle walks, take a cooking class and enjoy magnificent views.

Hike in the Talassemtane National Park 3 around Chefchaouen to visit weird geological formations and swim in chilly mountain streams.

Trek around Jebel Lkest 4in the lesser-known Anti-Atlas with its peaks and gorges, lush valleys and villages like extraordinary cliff-side Tizgui.

Walk through the cedars of Ifrane National Park 5 to see Barbary macaques, followed by lunch with a family in the mountain village of Ain Leuh.







DISCOVER AMAZIGH CULTURE

The original tribes of North Africa, the Amazigh – aka Berber – people, have a distinct culture, from languages to art, costumes to music. The Imazighen of the north are largely sedentary, while the Tuaregs to the south are often nomadic. It’s worth searching out some of the excellent museums that present their traditional lifestyles and cultural artefacts.

[image: shutterstock_1268370286jpg]

Amazigh woman, Erg Chebbi | MATIAS PLANAS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Musée Pierre Bergé des Arts Berbères

This superb museum in Marrakesh’s Jardin Majorelle (pictured) showcases a rich panorama of Amazigh art, textiles and jewellery.

[image: shutterstock_2166429331jpg]

KHADIJA MEFTAH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

La Maison Traditionelle Museum

Scenically positioned in Oumnesnat in the Ameln valley near Tafraoute, this ancient, three-storey house is a museum of daily life.

[image: shutterstock_1651802008jpg]

ROSA FREI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Ecomusée Berbère

Everyday life is shown via displays and short documentaries in the restored ksar (fortified village) of Tafza in the Ourika Valley.


Best Amazigh Experiences

[image: jpg]

The Musée Tiskiwin 1 in Marrakesh showcases Amazigh and Tuareg culture along the caravan routes from Timbuktu to Marrakesh, featuring leatherwork, jewellery, tents and textiles.

For the best examples of Amazigh jewellery, search out shops in Taroudant, Tafraoute and Tiznit 2.

Catch some Amazigh music at a village moussem (festival) – Imilchil 3 in the High Atlas is good for this – or download some ahidous songs.

Look out for Amazigh designs woven into carpets, or visit the Afous Gafous cooperative at Lamdint 4.

Delve into Alice Morrison’s Walking with Nomads, about her adventures with Tuareg nomads in the Drâa Valley 5.







FEEL THE MUSIC

Every step in Morocco is set to a background beat – from the muezzin’s call to hibhub (hip-hop) and rap. Traditional Amazigh music can be heard at moussems when the whole village dances and sings, Sufi brotherhoods perform at lilas (spiritual jam sessions), while in the cities there is a strong classical tradition from Andalusian Spain and the east.

[image: GettyImages-683114180jpg]

Toumani Diabaté at the Fes Festival of World Sacred Music | ANADOLU AGENCY/GETTY IMAGES ©

Fes Festival of World Sacred Music

Held every June since 1992, this premier nine-day festival showcases musicians of every faith from all over the world.

Gnaoua World Music Festival

Head to Essaouira in late June for this joyously bluesy music with a rhythm you can’t refuse. Concerts are free of charge.


Best Music Experiences

[image: jpg]

Sufi Nights at the Fes Festival of World Sacred Music 1 each June are all free of charge.

Nine days, four stages: Casablanca swings to its Jazzablanca 2 festival in June.

Bliss out at Transahara Festival 3 in May, in the Merzouga desert.

In October the Festival des Andalousies Atlantiques 4 celebrates Andalusian music.

Sunday Sunset Concerts at Cafe Clock 5 in Fez, Marrakesh and Chefchaouen feature Amazigh or gnaoua bands.







INTO THE SAHARA

A chance to experience the silence of the Sahara and the spectacular splendour of the night skies shouldn’t be missed. Ride a camel, sandboard down a dune, try glamping at a luxurious tented camp or stay in a kasbah hotel and taste a slice of desert life. Camel treks over a few days are an exciting option.

Erg Chebbi

The rose-gold dunes of Erg Chebbi (pictured) extend 28km from north to south and turn stunning shades of orange, pink and purple as the sun sets.

[image: shutterstock_1327770725jpg]

MITZO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Erg Chigaga

For the largest sand sea in Morocco, you’ll need a 4WD (or a camel) to travel 56km southwest of M’Hamid to Erg Chigaga (pictured).

[image: shutterstock_440573650jpg]

EMILY MARIE WILSON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Desert Wildlife

Keep an eye out for the shy nocturnal fennec (desert fox), the tiny jerboa with its kangaroo-like hops, and the well-camouflaged sand cat.


Best Desert Experiences

[image: jpg]

For two-day excursions into the Sahara with camels, check out Maison Merzouga 1.

Follow gnaoua beats at the village of Khamlia 2on the edge of the Erg Chebbi dunes. Inhabitants are descendants of sub-Saharan slaves.

Choose camps that care for the desert like the eco-sensitive Tiziri Camp 3 near Merzouga, and avoid quad biking in this delicate environment.

Stay at Nick and Bobo’s remote Erg Chigaga Luxury Desert Camp 4for an experience of true Saharan luxury.

Are you ready for the Marathon des Sables 5 – an ultra-marathon of 250km over seven days? It’s the world’s longest desert race.







CUISINE PAR EXCELLENCE

The subtle use of spices like cumin, coriander and cinnamon alongside a love of fresh produce makes Moroccan cooking some of the world’s finest. You’ll notice a flavour of something very different, imparted by orange flower water, almonds, saffron and preserved lemon, that just lifts every dish beyond the everyday. Cook a tajine, break open a bastilla, or savour a gazelle’s horn with mint tea to grasp this fine-tasting cuisine.

[image: shutterstock_1184182978jpg]

Grilled fish, Agadir | ESSAYFY ABDELKRIM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Tajine Lore

The conical lid of Morocco’s earthenware tajine (pictured) means flavours are enhanced and food doesn’t dry out. Use it on the stovetop or over coals.

[image: shutterstock_2274986567jpg]

PS-FOTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Flavour Combos

Beef with prunes and almonds (pictured), chicken with olives and preserved lemon, sugar and cinnamon sprinkled on pigeon bastilla: it’s a melange of flavours.

[image: shutterstock_785233060jpg]

KONSTANTIN KOPACHINSKY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Wines

Morocco produces some very quaffable wines around Meknes, Rabat and Essaouira. Look out for the signature gris, a light wine with a pale pink blush.


Best Foodie Experiences

[image: jpg]

Hop between the food stalls at Djemaa El Fna 1 sampling snails, grills, fried fish and tanjia (meat stew).

Munch on Rissani’s 2  famous madfouna, bread stuffed with meat and spices and baked in a fire pit in Saharan sands.

Learn how to cook with Moroccan spices at Faim d’Epices, 3 a farm outside Marrakesh.

Lunch on silvery sardines fresh from the sea, grilled before your eyes in Agadir 4.

Indulge in a lazy lunch round the pool at Dar El Mandar 5 as you gaze across to the Middle Atlas Mountains.







ADRENALINE ADVENTURE

With all those mountain ranges and a long coastline, it’s not surprising that opportunities for adventure sports abound in Morocco. Whether mountain biking in the Atlas, paragliding in Dakhla or climbing a multi-pitch in the Todra Gorge, the only real limit to adventure is your imagination.

[image: DakhlaLagoonjpg]

Surfers, Dakhla lagoon | SALLY KIRBY/LONELY PLANET ©

Rock Climbing

Todra Gorge is a paradise for rock climbers, with more than 400 fully bolted routes with single- and multi-pitches and Morocco’s first via ferrata.

Windsurfing

Head to Ocean Vagabond at the southern end of Essaouira beach for lessons and equipment hire for surfing, windsurfing and kitesurfing.


Best Adventure Experiences

[image: jpg]

Mountain biking for all levels starts from Toubkal National Park 1 in Imlil.

Trot off on a multiday horse-riding trek from Bio et Bois, 2 just outside Fez.

Paraglide from Nid d’Aigle 3 just outside Mirleft for panoramic ocean views.

If you enjoy steep peaks and strenuous treks, Jebel Lkest 4 in the Anti-Atlas is for you.

Tawada Trekking organises river-rafting trips on the Ahansal River 5 in the High Atlas north of Boumalne Dadès.







MOVIE MAGIC

Morocco has a thriving film industry that’s showcased every November at the Marrakech International Film Festival. Movies feature successfully at major festivals – in 2022 Maryam Touzani’s The Blue Caftan won nine awards, including the Un Certain Regard prize at Cannes. The country also frequently provides locations for international movies and television series.

Aït Ben Haddou

This stunning ksar northwest of Ouarzazate has featured as a backdrop for movies from Lawrence of Arabia to Gladiator and more (pictured).

[image: shutterstock_21437539jpg]

BORIS STROUJKO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Location, Location, Location

Films and TV shows are often shot in Morocco. Orson Welles chose Essaouira (pictured) for his Othello in 1952; 60 years later it became Astapor in Game of Thrones.

[image: shutterstock_1642909105jpg]

SERENITY-H/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Atlas Film Studios, Ouarzazate

See the sets and touch the props at the historic location where Babel, Prince of Persia and The Mummy were filmed. Guides will show you around.


Best Movie Experiences

[image: jpg]

Cinéma Rif 1 in Tangier opened in 1938. Now restored and home to the Cinémathèque de Tanger, its cafe is a community centre.

Step back in time at the Cinema Rialto 2 in Casablanca, glorious 1930s buildings that are still functioning as cinemas.

Watch open-air movies on Djemaa El Fna and meet the stars at the Marrakech International Film Festival 3.

Catch a movie at the Pierre Bergé Auditorium at the Yves Saint Laurent Museum 4 in Marrakesh.

Order a cocktail at Rick’s Café, 5 based on the film Casablanca. Of all of the gin joints...









REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Essential Morocco

[image: jpg]

This exciting journey takes you from vibrant Marrakesh to the imperial city of Meknes. Along the way you’ll visit a fortified village, experience Amazigh culture and wonder at the night sky in the Sahara. Relish Morocco’s spiritual capital of Fez before heading off to Volubilis and Meknes.


Allow: 8 days Distance: 1142km


[image: jpg]
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Souqs, Djemaa El Fna, Marrakesh | SERENITY-H/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Marrakesh [image: ] 2 DAYS

Touch down in Marrakesh where you’ll find sublime monuments, souqs for shopping and numerous museums. Join in the fun on Djemaa El Fna for dinner and entertainment. Take a taxi to the Ville Nouvelle to visit the serene Jardin Majorelle (pictured) and the Yves Saint Laurent Museum, browse art galleries and chic boutiques.

[image: ]  Detour: Take a sidecar trip to the stony desert of Agafay. [image: ] 6 hours
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ALEXANDER_MAGNUM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Skoura [image: ] 1 DAY

Leave Marrakesh and head into the High Atlas Mountains over the spectacular Tizi n’Tichka pass. You’ll see Amazigh villages and kasbahs all along the road – look out for a village souq. In the oasis town of Skoura (pictured), go for a walk in the shady palm groves where families grow vegetables.

[image: ]  Detour: Explore the fortified village of Aït Ben Haddou, a World Heritage Site. [image: ] 1 hour

[image: shutterstock_1428152933jpg]

M. VINUESA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 Merzouga [image: ] 1 DAY

Enjoy the drive along the Valley of a Thousand Kasbahs to Merzouga (pictured). Ride a camel to your desert camp in time for sunset over the dunes. Dinner is around the campfire with music and drumming. The night sky in the Sahara is stupendous – look out for shooting stars.

[image: ]  Detour: Admire the impressive Todra Gorge near Tinghir. [image: ] 1 hour

[image: shutterstock_1240193149jpg]

DAN BACIU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 Fez [image: ] 2 DAYS

Leave the desert behind as you climb up the Ziz Valley into the Middle Atlas with its cedar forests. In the spiritual capital of Fez (pictured), take a tour to see the Kairaouine Mosque, the Bou Inania and Attarine medersas and the tanneries. Explore the old Jewish quarter with its synagogue and cemetery. Taste local honey, visit the community oven and sample street food on a food tour.

[image: shutterstock_248980336jpg]

MIGEL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

5 Volubilis [image: ] 1 DAY

Walk among the mosaics and ruins of the Roman town of Volubilis (pictured), set among wheatfields and olive groves. Now a Unesco World Heritage Site, it has Roman baths, olive presses, a triumphal arch, basilica and forum. There’s a museum to browse, too. Local guides will show you around.

[image: ]  Detour: Stop for lunch in the pilgrimage village of Moulay Idriss Zerhoun. [image: ] 1 hour

[image: shutterstock_1399364570jpg]

GIUSEPPE PIOL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

6 Meknes [image: ] 1 DAY

Morocco’s smallest imperial city, Meknes (pictured) was home to the despotic Moulay Ismail. Wonder at the massive walls and gates of his palace, the magnificent granaries and stables of Heri Es Souani on the edge of town and visit the hassle-free medina. Have lunch on the main square, Place El Hedim.

[image: ]  Detour: Taste local wines at one of the vineyards. [image: ] 2 hours
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MILOSK50/SHUTTERSTOCK ©





ITINERARIES

Mountains & National Parks

[image: jpg]

Beginning in Tangier, this journey takes you to medinas perched on mountainsides and through national parks. Discover Amazigh culture and traditions in mountain villages, visit people living in caves and watch endangered Barbary macaques.


Allow: 7 days
Distance: 422km


[image: jpg]

[image: shutterstock_1387892117jpg]

Chefchaouen | LABGHAIL MOHAMMED/Shutterstock ©

1 TANGIER [image: ] 1 DAY

Start in Tangier’s kasbah, home to the Museum of Mediterranean Cultures with its Sultan’s Gardens, and wend your way down the steep medina, stopping off at the atmospheric Petit Socco for coffee. Have lunch at the Restaurant Populaire Saveur de Poisson before exploring the art galleries in the Ville Nouvelle and taking a beachfront stroll.

[image: shutterstock_1105910378jpg]

Luisa Puccini/Shutterstock ©

2 Tetouan [image: ] 1 DAY

It’s a quick hop through the scenic Rif Mountains to the town of Tetouan (pictured), once the capital of Spanish Morocco. Don’t miss the fabulous Museum of Contemporary Art set in the old Spanish railway station. Visit the Royal Artisan School to see how young people are encouraged to learn ancient arts.

[image: ]  Detour: Take a walk along the beach at Martil. [image: ] 2 hours

3 Chefchaouen [image: ] 2 DAYS

Set off on winding mountain roads through beautiful scenery to the blue town of Chefchaouen. Starting in Ras El Ma, the mountain spring, make your way down the steep medina to Place Uta El Hammam where you’ll find the Kasbah Museum and the mosque with its pretty hexagonal minaret. Spend your second day hiking in the Talassemtane National Park.

4 Sefrou [image: ] 1 DAY

Leaving the Rif, drive through rolling countryside into the foothills of the Middle Atlas and the town of Sefrou. Explore the medina with its restored fanadiq (ancient inns) full of artisans and its fascinating Jewish history. Pop into the Sefrou Museum of Multiculturalism.

[image: ]  Detour: Visit nearby Bhalil where some inhabitants have caves incorporated into their houses. [image: ] 2 hours

5 Ifrane National Park [image: ] 1 DAY

Set off early for a rendezvous with a forest guide in the Ifrane National Park (pictured). Spend the day walking trails through the cedar forests, tracking Barbary macaques, having lunch with a local family and visiting the women weavers at the carpet cooperative in Ain Leuh, a mountainside Amazigh village.

[image: shutterstock_1751895995jpg]
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6 Azrou [image: ] 1 DAY

End the journey in the bustling Amazigh town of Azrou on the edge of the national park – extra busy on Tuesdays when it’s market day. It’s the perfect place to indulge in shopping for carpets in the rug shops around the main square. Seek out the region’s famous trout for lunch, caught in nearby mountain streams.




ITINERARIES

Southern Mountains

[image: jpg]

Get some action on this journey in southern Morocco with surfing or yoga in Taghazout, cycling around the lovely town of Taroudant, mountain walks and climbing in scenic mountains and a bike ride. Seek out silver jewellery in Tiznit before a welcome dose of beach life at Mirleft.


Allow: 5 days Distance: 450km


[image: jpg]

[image: shutterstock_1400140724jpg]

Taghazout | Jakub Zajic/Shutterstock ©

1 Taghazout [image: ] 1 DAY

Touch down in the seaside city of Agadir, with its beautiful curve of wide sandy beach. Head straight up the coast to the coastal town of Taghazout (pictured) to catch some gnarly surf – Anchor Point is world-class – followed by some deep stretch yoga. End the day on a rooftop as the sun goes down over the sea.

[image: shutterstock_546850993jpg]

SALVADOR AZNAR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Taroudant [image: ] 1 DAY

The beautiful city of Taroudant (pictured) is known as ‘Little Marrakesh’ and is a joy to explore with well-preserved medina walls, nine gates and 130 towers. Take a bike ride or a calèche (horse-drawn carriage) around the pink ramparts as the sun goes down.

[image: ]  Detour: Take a trip south into the Anti-Atlas to the Tioute Palmeraie for a walk through palm groves up to the kasbah. [image: ] 3 hours

[image: shutterstock_1518465080jpg]
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3 Jebel Lkest [image: ] 1 DAY

Drive south from Taroudant through mountain villages to Jebel Lkest for a day of hiking the Anti-Atlas Mountains. Here you’ll find a little-visited region with the ‘amethyst mountain’ of Jebel Lkest reaching 2359m. The quartzite ridge is home to Amazigh farmers growing almonds, wheat, olives and figs. The village of Tagdicht (pictured) is the launching pad of a day ascent of Jebel Lkest.

[image: shutterstock_1363337246jpg]
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4 Painted Rocks [image: ] ½ DAY

Drive through the picturesque mountain villages of the Ameln Valley to the town of Tafraoute (pictured). Hire bikes here to pedal your way through this nature-lover’s paradise to find the Painted Rocks (Les Roches Peintes). A Belgian artist painted the giant granite boulders in 1984 as a gift for his wife. Return to Tafraoute and your car, and continue on to Tiznit.

[image: shutterstock_1309964995jpg]
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5 Tiznit [image: ] ½ DAY

The substantial town of Tiznit (pictured) has history as a place of study for imams from all over Morocco and the Sahel. Look out for the poles sticking out from the mosque’s minaret, like those in Timbuktu. Once home to many Jewish silversmiths, this is the place to shop for antique silver jewellery in the medina.

[image: shutterstock_1255218442jpg]
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6 Mirleft [image: ] 1 DAY

Head towards the sea today, turning south at Gourizim to follow the scenic coastal road to Mirleft (pictured). This laid-back fishing town offers quiet waves for winter surfers and plenty of coves and wide sandy beaches for a seaside break. You can also try out paragliding from the cliffs. Watch the sunset through the natural arch at Legzira Beach.

[image: shutterstock_1285958188jpg]
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WHEN TO GO

April and May, September and October are the premier months in Morocco, but every season offers something special.


With such topographical diversity in Morocco, it’s wise to consider where you’ll be: inland regions are scorching in July and August and cool from November to February, but have balmy spring and autumn weather. The mountains have cold, snowy winters (November to February) but are pleasantly warm the rest of the year. Coastal regions are temperate with less fluctuation in temperature. Winter nights in the desert are very cold (November to February) and July/August is best avoided because of the heat. Daytime Sahara temperatures the rest of the year are a few degrees warmer than Fez and Marrakesh.


I LIVE HERE

WINTER WAVES

Born and based in Rabat, pro-surfer Redouane Regragui migrates south for winter waves. @redouaneregragui

“I spent my childhood at the beach, loving the feeling of joy that comes when riding waves. I watched videos of pro-surfers at Anchor Point, dreaming of surfing it. My first experience there was special. The quality of the wave, its shape and backdrop. The Taghazout vibe, the surf, the mountains – I saw my first tree-climbing goats, listened to the Amazigh language, curious to know more about their culture.”



Keep an Eye on Holidays

Accommodation prices rise when Europeans head to Morocco for major holidays like Easter, All Saints (end of October), Christmas and New Year. Travelling during Ramadan gives an exciting insight into local culture, but Eid Al Adha is the biggest Moroccan holiday, when amenities close for up to five days (dates for both change annually).

[image: shutterstock_309912197jpg]

Argan tree, near Marrakesh | YAVUZ SARIYILDIZ/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


HOT, HOT, HOT

July and August temperatures in Fez and Marrakesh can reach 45°C, meaning it’s uncomfortably hot. In the Sahara, it’s too hot by day for camels to work (at least 42°C) and most desert hotels and camps close.



LAND OF SUNSHINE – & SNOW

You know there must be plenty of sunshine in Morocco when the world’s largest solar power plant is located in Ouarzazate. Yet there’s snow on the mountains in winter, enough for a bit of skiing.

Music Festivals


The Fes Festival of World Sacred Music in Fez is a celebration of spiritual music from all over the world – from US gospel to whirling dervishes, Mongolian chant to Senegalese kora, and big names like Sammy Youssef, Youssou N’Dour and Patti Smith. The Fes Forum debates spiritual subjects, and Sufi brotherhoods give late-night concerts. [image: ] June

The best mâalems (masters) of gnaoua and other Sufi traditions play at Essaouira’s Gnaoua World Music Festival, alongside world music greats like Tinariwen, Ismaël Lô and Oumou Sangaré. Concerts are free. [image: ] June

Jazzablanca is Casablanca’s musical event offering local and international artists, and includes pop, funk and soul. Stars such as Ibrahim Maalouf, Ben Harper and Gilberto Gil have appeared. [image: ] July

Oasis Festival features underground house and techno music in a surprise venue each year. [image: ] October


I LIVE HERE

CHILLING ON THE COAST

Abdeslam Mouden is founder of the Association of Tourist Guides of Chefchaouen. @dar.meziana

“At the end of January every year I escape the cold of the Rif Mountains and take my family to Asilah on the coast. I love it because we spent our honeymoon there. I can take the kids to places like the megalithic site of Mzoura and the Phoenician city of Lixus. On the way we visit the holy site of Moulay Abdeslam’s shrine. Best of all, we enjoy the fresh fish straight out of the ocean.”



[image: shutterstock_1113349454jpg]

Asilah | ERIC HONGQIN WANG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Local & Quirky Festivals


The Rose Festival is held during the rose harvest in Kalaat M’Gouna as the petals are distilled to make rose otto, the world’s most expensive essential oil, and rosewater. Children sell garlands and the rose queen is crowned. [image: ] Mid-May

Indulge in the delicious red globes being harvested at Sefrou’s Cherry Festival, where there’s a fair, a traditional tbourida (cavalry charge) and the cherry queen might wave at you. [image: ] June

In Taliouine, the Saffron Festival celebrates the harvest of these golden stamens with traditional ahouach (Amazigh music, song and dance). [image: ] October/November

Not a harvest, except perhaps of a spiritual kind, the Festival of Sufi Culture in Fez is a week-long series of workshops and debates (in French) and Sufi music from across the Islamic world. [image: ] October

BLOWN AWAY

Morocco’s windiest town is Essaouira, where the alizée wind off the Atlantic Ocean whips through the medina streets and along the beach, making it the perfect spot for kitesurfing, particularly in July and August.

Weather Through the Year (Marrakesh)

[image: jpg]

JANUARY

Avg daytime max: 19°C
Days of rainfall: 3

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Avg daytime max: 20°C
Days of rainfall: 3

[image: jpg]

MARCH

Avg daytime max: 23°C
Days of rainfall: 3

[image: jpg]

APRIL

Avg daytime max: 25°C
Days of rainfall: 2

[image: jpg]

MAY

Avg daytime max: 29°C
Days of rainfall: 1

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Avg daytime max: 33°C
Days of rainfall: 0

[image: jpg]

JULY

Avg daytime max: 37°C
Days of rainfall: 0

[image: jpg]

AUGUST

Avg daytime max: 37°C
Days of rainfall: 0

[image: jpg]

SEPTEMBER

Avg daytime max: 33°C
Days of rainfall: 1

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Avg daytime max: 28°C
Days of rainfall: 1

[image: jpg]

NOVEMBER

Avg daytime max: 23°C
Days of rainfall: 3

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Avg daytime max: 20°C
Days of rainfall: 3




GET PREPARED
FOR MOROCCO

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.


[image: shutterstock_2159764513jpg]

Shopping, Marrakesh | KUDLA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Clothes

Desert to beaches, snowy mountains to scorching cities, bear in mind where you’re going, the time of year and the fact that you’ll gain more respect by dressing conservatively.

Layers: Bring an extra layer for springtime or autumn evenings. Winter nights in the desert or mountains can be very cold. For most beaches, women will feel more comfortable covering up with a T-shirt.

Rainwear: Chefchaouen has rain in April, and Fez often has showers in summer and winter, so a waterproof jacket is advisable.

Footwear: Medinas are cobbled, and some are hilly, so supportive shoes are a must. Bring hiking boots for the mountains.

Headgear: A sun hat or cap is essential under the African sun. For mountainous areas and the desert in winter, a warm hat is useful.


Manners

Moroccans spend a lot of time on greetings. Be sure to say hello first before asking for anything.

When travelling on a bus or train, locals will offer to share their food. Buy a little extra so that you can do the same.

Moroccans love to ply you with food. If you can’t eat another morsel, say ‘baraka’, meaning you have been blessed already.




READ

[image: Dreams of Trespass - Tales of a Harem Girlhoodjpg]

Dreams of Trespass: Tales of a Harem Girlhood (Fatima Mernissi; 1994) Growing up in a harem in Fez in the 1940s.

[image: The Last Storytellersjpg]

The Last Storytellers (Richard Hamilton; 2011) Tales from the last storytellers on Djemaa El Fna in Marrakesh.

[image: Assembly of the Deadjpg]

Assembly of the Dead (Saeida Rouass; 2017) Based on the true story of a serial killer in Marrakesh in the early 1900s.

[image: Secret Son Laila Alamijpg]

Secret Son (Laila Lalami; 2009) A young man brought up in the slums of Casablanca discovers his wealthy father.




Words

‘Assalaamu alaykum’ is how to greet people in Morocco and means ‘peace be upon you’. The response is ‘wa alaykum ssalaam’, ‘and peace be upon you too’.

‘Bssalama/ma’a ssalaam’ is ‘goodbye’.

‘Hamdullah’ or ‘hamdullilah’ means ‘thanks be to God’, and is tacked on to every sentence.

‘La bes’ means ‘everything is fine’. You can use it as an answer too, as in ‘la bes, hamdullah’.

‘Insha’allah’ is ‘God willing’. If you don’t add this, it won’t happen.

‘Shukran’ is ‘thank you’.

‘Afak/afaki/afakum’ means ‘please’, said to male/female/plural.

‘Eeyeh/la’ is ‘yes’ and ‘no’. ‘La shukran’ is ‘no thank you’, useful for getting rid of pesky would-be guides.

‘Wakha’ means ‘OK’.

‘Shweeya’ is ‘just a little’.

‘Baraka’ is a blessing you might get from a Sufi saint, and what you say when you’ve had enough to eat.

‘Sidi/lalla’ means Mr/Mrs and is a polite way to address a man/woman if you don’t know their name.

‘Balak’ might be shouted in narrow medina streets. It means ‘get out of the way’ as donkeys file past.




WATCH

[image: gettyimages-57576353-594x594jpg]

ABDELHAK SENNA/AFP VIA GETTY IMAGES ©

Marock (Laïla Marrakchi; 2005; pictured) School’s out in late ’90s Casablanca; there’s music, fast cars and alcohol.

The Blue Caftan (Maryam Touzani; 2022) A woman and her closeted gay husband run a caftan shop in Salé Medina.

Casablanca Beats (Nabil Ayouch; 2021) Musical where students learn to express themselves.

Tinghir-Jerusalem: Echoes from the Mellah (Kamal Hachkar; 2016) Documentary on Berber Jews.

A Short History of the Moors (Ian Cross; 2015) Netflix documentary on the Moors.




LISTEN

360 (Manal; 2021) Award-winning singer/songwriter raps in Darija, French and English, shaking up the usually male preserve.

Sigham Olinw (Tasuta N’Imal; 2021) Amazigh desert blues from the Anti-Atlas.

Roots & Plugged (Hamid El Kasri; 2022) Gnaoua music from the Sufi master musician.

Bent Erif (Cheb Kader & Abdelmoula; 2021) Touches of rock and reggae infiltrate Morocco’s beloved rai music.






THE FOOD SCENE

We lift the lid to discover the glorious produce and subtle spicing of one of the world’s great cuisines.


[image: shutterstock_2288601001jpg]

Bastilla | Vo Thi Thao Lan/shutterstock ©

With Arab, Andalusian and African influences, Moroccan cuisine can be surprising. Pierce the fine pastry of a pigeon bastilla, a savoury-sweet pie, and the heady aromas of cinnamon, allspice and ginger are released. This famous dish unexpectedly melds sweet and salty flavours and, with its balance of smooth and crisp textures, shows off what is so special about Moroccan cuisine – meltingly tender meat, fragrant and flavourful ingredients, and dramatic presentation.

Aromatic spices and herbs, fruit, nuts and olives define the flavours of the national cuisine, enriching couscous (hand-rolled semolina served with slow-simmered meat and vegetables); harira, a tomato-based chickpea soup with parsley and coriander, sometimes with lamb, finished with a squeeze of lemon; fish rolled in a bright mix of fresh herbs before being grilled over the coals; and the famous tajines, delicious stews of meat and vegetables cooked in a conical-lidded pot of the same name. Add khobz (the ubiquitous fluffy white flatbread), delicious street food, decadent pastries and mint tea, and you have a taste of what’s awaiting you in Morocco.


Best Moroccan Dishes

COUSCOUS

Often served on Fridays, hand-rolled semolina with meat and vegetables

BASTILLA

Paper-thin pastry encasing delicately spiced pigeon or chicken with almonds

KEFTA TAJINE

Beef meatballs in tomato sauce served with an egg

TANJIA

Beef and vegetables slow-cooked in an urn in the coals

BISSARA

Dried fava beans, garlic and cumin soup served for breakfast

TRID

Layers of soft pastry stuffed with pigeon or chicken

SARDINES IN CHERMOULA

Fresh sardines marinated in herbs and grilled over coals

GAZELLE’S HORNS

Fine pastries stuffed with almond paste and orange flower water



Mint Tea & Coffee

Moroccans love their atay ba nana, mint tea. Poured from a great height to produce a good froth and served in glasses with a lot of sugar, it’s the basis of hospitality everywhere and extremely refreshing. Gunpowder tea is used and the mint is spearmint.

Coffee is usually black and also served with sugar, often with tap water on the side. If you’d like milk, ask for a nus-nus, half coffee and half milk. These days many city cafes serve cappuccinos and lattes.

Wine & Beer

Morocco produces some excellent wines in the Meknes region and the areas around Casablanca, Rabat and Essaouira. Best known is gris, a light grey-pink, made from syrah and muscat grapes, or from caladoc, mourvèdre and marselan. It is particularly good for summer drinking. Reds are also very successful, with the only AOC wine, Coteaux de l’Atlas, from Celliers de Meknes Château Roslane. White and rosé wines are generally pleasing but can suffer from poor distribution and storage on the part of retailers. Domaine Val d’Argan just outside Essaouira is making some fine organic wines.

Three breweries in Fez, Tangier and Casablanca make beer: Flag Spéciale is the main brand, while Casablanca is a good pilsner.

Most upmarket hotels, riads and restaurants have an alcohol licence but many places don’t serve it, particularly in medinas.

Vegetarian & Vegan Options

Most restaurants serve vegetarian options. Breakfast consists mainly of breads and pancakes served with jam, olives and soft white cheese, yoghurt and eggs. Main meals always start with an array of small dishes of cooked vegetables called ‘salads’, which are usually all vegetarian. Bissara, fava bean soup, is vegan, but be careful of harira soup as it sometimes contains small pieces of meat. Vegans might find eating out more difficult as the concept is not well known. The souqs are full of nuts, dried fruits and olives if you are self-catering.

[image: shutterstock_1791838556jpg]

Mint tea | JEROME.ROMME/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST COOKING SCHOOLS

[image: shutterstock_1388557616jpg]

Market, Chefchaouen | LUIS OVERLANDER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Cooking classes usually last for five to six hours, starting with buying ingredients in the souq and ending with lunch.

Cook up a storm at Cafe Clock branches in Fez, Marrakesh or Chefchaouen. Also offers a patisserie class.

Courtyard Kitchen at Dar Namir in Fez offers a two-day immersion experience, a full-day workshop and tailor-made online courses.

Faim d’Epices offers a fun day on a farm outside Marrakesh learning about spices and cooking up a feast.

Pick vegetables and herbs in organic gardens at La Maison Arabe’s school outside Marrakesh.

L’Atelier Madada in Essaouira is beautifully equipped for nine people.

Blue Door Cuisine in Tangier has half-day courses and a 90-minute experience for those with less time.



Specialities


Beyond tajines and couscous.

Street Food

Maâkouda: mashed potato fritters, superb dipped in harissa (chilli sauce)

Sfenj: large airy doughnuts sometimes dusted with sugar, tied together with raffia

Sandwich: long bread roll split and filled with griddled onions, tomatoes, olives and chicken or turkey; also good with hot chickpeas and cumin

Snails: cooked in an aromatic broth and pulled out of their shells with toothpicks

Msemen: flatbread fried in oil, spread with soft white cheese and honey

Beghrir: spongy pancake full of holes

Dare to Try

Tihane: sausage of calves’ spleen stuffed with minced beef and spices and roasted

Camel meat: delicious, low-cholesterol meat used in tajines or burgers

Smen: fermented butter used in small quantities to finish a tajine

Khlii: strips of dried meat preserved in fat

[image: shutterstock_1161686353jpg]

Sfenj | VASARA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Sweet Treats

Patisserie: gazelle’s horns stuffed with almond paste; fekkas, a type of crisp biscotti; chebakia, a pretzel soaked in honey; griebha, almond macaroons; and briouats, samosa-like pastries with almond paste and honey

Honey: dozens of varieties from euphorbia to lavender, honey is used medicinally and is very important in Islam

Dates: traditionally served with milk at weddings and to welcome guests

Amlou: paste of almonds, argan oil and honey to serve on pancakes for breakfast


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Djemaa El Fna The quintessential street food scene in Marrakesh with entertainment thrown in.

Dar Zellij Superb traditional dishes in quite possibly the most romantic restaurant in Morocco.

Populaire Saveur de Poisson Quaint place in Tangier serving up dish after dish of delectable fresh fish.

Dar Naji Dine on Moroccan classics at this palatial mansion in the Rabat medina.

Scorpion House Lunch on locally sourced, creative salads and treats cooked on the shwaya (charcoal grill), with spectacular views.

Chez Pierre Innovative Moroccan-Mediterranean fusion cuisine at this auberge just outside Boumalne Dadès.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

Tajines with delicate baby artichokes (pictured), small broad beans or young peas appear in spring. Alembic stills are for sale in the medina for making flower waters from petals, used in baking and cosmetics.

[image: shutterstock_342510791jpg]
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SUMMER

This most generous season abounds with mulberries, nectarines, apricots, berries, figs and cherries. Aubergines, courgettes, tomatoes and peppers are piled high. Sardines are at their best.

[image: shutterstock_2098215094jpg]
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AUTUMN

It’s time for tajines of meat cooked with quinces or Jerusalem artichokes. Grapes and pomegranates are abundant along with prickly pears (pictured), olives, chestnuts and bright-red arbutus fruit.

[image: shutterstock_1828446077jpg]

EVISDISHA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

WINTER

Ward off the cold with hot gingery tea on Djemaa El Fna. Winter vegetables like cardoons, turnips and pumpkins (pictured) add warmth. Oranges and clementines fill the souqs.

[image: shutterstock_1379745860jpg]
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HOW TO… Navigate a Medina

When you walk through a medina bab (gate), you’re assailed by an almost medieval atmosphere, with crowds milling about narrow lanes and shops so small that the customer stands in the street. In the produce markets you’ll see camels’ or sheep’s heads, cows’ trotters, stuffed spleen sausages, spices, breads and pancakes, fruits, vegetables and live chickens. Magnificent historical monuments rich in carved wood, stucco and colourful zellige (mosaic tilework) rub shoulders with carts piled high with prickly pears, bunches of mint or oranges. Donkeys and mules carry gas bottles or raw sheepskins destined for the tanneries. The only vehicular traffic is the occasional small delivery vehicle and in Marrakesh, motorbikes. There’s no doubt it’s a culture shock, but there are tricks to learn to make the most of exploring these fascinating mini-cities.

Get Acquainted & Get Lost

Download a map of the medina you’re exploring, though a paper map can be useful too. In some covered streets, such as the end of Talaa Kebira in Fez close to the Kairaouine, or deep in the souqs of Marrakesh, the online maps might not work. Don’t worry about getting lost – that’s part of the experience. You can always ask a shopkeeper the way, and eventually you will come across a bab, pop out through the walls and realise where you are.

Five Elements of a Community

When you see the minaret of a mosque, look for the other elements of the community around it. There’s always a fountain for ablutions before prayers, a medersa or religious school, the community oven for baking bread, and the hammam next to it.

Look Up!

It’s true you need to watch your step on the cobbles and perhaps avoid donkeys, cats and men with carts, but don’t forget to look up at the higher reaches of the buildings. You might spot some beautifully carved plaster or wood, the intricate mashrabiya of a medersa window, brightly coloured zellige on a minaret or decorative motifs on walls. Look out for a rare shoo-waf, a half-barrel-shaped, pierced wooden box on the wall at the level of the first or second floor: people upstairs can look out to check who’s knocking at the door and throw down a key.


TOP TIPS

• Wear supportive shoes: the streets are cobbled. The medina of Fez is hilly and those of Tangier and Chefchaouen are steep.

• Cover up: people are conservative here and you’ll gain more respect if your shoulders and knees are covered.

• There are few banks inside the medinas, so make sure you withdraw the cash you’ll need before entering.

• Take advantage of the pavement cafes to rest for a bit with a mint tea and sit and stare as the world passes by.

• In the larger medinas of Fez and Marrakesh, choose one or two regions to explore in depth rather than trying to see everything in one day.

• Consider hiring a guide: ask your guesthouse to recommend someone they trust.






THE OUTDOORS

Impressive mountain ranges, a long coastline, a wealth of national parks and the Sahara desert combine to make Morocco a mecca for outdoor adventurers.


[image: shutterstock_1537291241jpg]

Hiking, High Atlas | LUKAS HODON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Hiking and walking have long been favourite pursuits in Morocco, but now the list of adventure sports is expanding to include rock climbing, river rafting, paragliding and canyoning. The Atlas Mountains are superb for off-road and mountain biking, and e-bikes are now available to help you up that slope. Along the Atlantic coast are spots that lure surfers. From Essaouira southwards, winds are favourable for wind- and kitesurfing. Birdwatchers flock to Morocco for its Ramsar sites on wetlands and lagoons.

National Parks

Toubkal National Park is the best known park in Morocco, with its highest peak just waiting to be climbed. This is a hikers’ paradise from spring to autumn, centred on the town of Imlil from where walking and biking trails radiate out. Where there are mountains, there are valleys, and fertile Ouirgane and Ourika are well trodden. Instead, head for the secluded valleys of Zaouiat Ahansal, where you can go river rafting, Aït Bougmez and Aït Bououli.

While the High Atlas is abuzz with hikers, bikers and rock climbers, parks in the north see few visitors beyond July and August. You can drive the circuit route around Tazekka National Park near Taza out of season and not see another soul beyond a soaring Bonelli’s eagle. Created to protect stately cedars, its gently rising hills make it a joy to hike through. Nine walks traverse the park, ranging from an easy 1.4km stroll to a difficult 17.3km trek, some of which are suitable for mountain bikes. The Gouffre de Friouato, one of Africa’s most extensive cave systems, is closed for now, but others remain open.

Talassemtane National Park lies near Chefchaouen in the Rif Mountains. It’s a vast area of magnificent ranges, gorges and valleys, carpeted in forests of cedar, cork oak and the firs it was created to protect. Part of Unesco’s Mediterranean Intercontinental Biosphere Reserve, it offers multiple hiking options through Amazigh villages. Day trips from Chefchaouen are popular to explore Akchour with its chilly swimming holes and God’s Bridge, a weird geological formation.

Easy hiking trails through majestic mountains, cedar and oak forests studded with waterfalls and lakes, and remote Amazigh villages all await in little-known Ifrane National Park. You will definitely see Barbary macaques in the forests, while there’s exceptional birdlife in the Ramsar wetland sites.

In the south, Souss Massa National Park is a spectacular, wild place of cliffs, sand dunes, fertile valleys, coastal steppes and forests. It’s home to rare bird and animal species including the northern bald ibis and the scimitar-horned oryx. The Souss estuary and Massa lagoon make ideal birding spots while there’s superb hiking around Jebel Lkest.

[image: shutterstock_2085015235jpg]

Talassemtane National Park | STEFANO ZACCARIA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Make like the monkeys and whizz through the trees on a zipwire at Atlas Parc Aventure in the Ifrane National Park.

Sandboard down the Timlalin Dunes in Tamri village near Taghazout, where the desert meets the Atlantic.

Ride camels in the stony Agafay desert or at your desert camp in Merzouga.

Don a wetsuit and learn to surf at Explora on the beach at Essaouira.

Follow the hiking trail among the olive trees and family farms on Mt Zalagh, high above Fez.

For watery fun in the sun, head to Oasiria to splash in pools, board the pirate boat and ride the water slides.



Surfing

Morocco’s most popular surf spot is Taghazout, just north of Agadir. The once-sleepy, hippy haven has grown into an international surf and yoga centre. Peak surf season is October to April and there are more than 15 top-notch breaks here, each with their own character. Anchor Point is a world-class right with a long swell, orientated northwest. If you’re lucky, there will be a tubular wave along the tip. For a quieter surf, opt for Panorama, which breaks off and has no rocks. Draculas has rips and rocks, while Boilers offers vertical lips and speed walls. With northwest- and southwest-facing coastlines, there are breaks for all levels.

It’s not all about Taghazout, though. Further south is Mirleft, perfect for beginners and intermediates, and Tarfaya, Laayoune and all the way to Dakhla. To the north, families with kids will enjoy Imsouane where surf is all about the right-hand point break that rolls across the main bay, making it a great spot to learn to surf and for beginners. Sidi Kaouki, just south of Essaouira, is all section beach breaks – not the best waves but good for learning.

Essaouira itself has a well-regarded surf school to learn to ride its good beginner waves. Rabat is a good spot to score waves, especially the left-hander by the rivermouth.


Adventure Sports

ROCK CLIMBING

Todra Gorge has sheer limestone walls rising 200m with a surprisingly wide variety of bolted routes and the country’s first via ferrata.

HORSE RIDING

Trot off through farmland on the gentle slopes of Mt Zalagh above Fez, or try a multiday excursion.

SKIING

Oukaimeden in the High Atlas has seven runs totalling 10km with the highest ski lift in Africa, from December to April.

RIVER RAfting

Try white-water rafting on the Ahansal River in the High Atlas, from February to May.

Canyoning

New in Morocco, some thrilling canyoning can be had in Tazekka National Park and in the Reserve Naturelle de Tamga.

WINDSURFING

Novices and freeriders head to Essaouira year-round for windsurfing off this long, sandy beach with great conditions.

PARAGLIDING

Fly like a bird from Nid d’Aigle over mountains and sea, just south of Agadir.



Cycling & Mountain Biking

With its diverse landscapes and good weather, Morocco is an exciting destination for biking of all varieties. Roads are well maintained and there’s a huge network of dirt tracks and mountain footpaths to explore. Tour companies offer one-day easy cross-country excursions or more technical single-track adventures and multiday trips involving support vehicles and overnight stays. They’ll kit you out with machines suitable for road, gravel, mountain, single-track or desert and provide e-bikes as well as helmets. Many offer biking adventures combined with riding camels, hiking or skiing.

From Marrakesh you can access all the thrills of the High Atlas Mountains on mountain trails around Toubkal, through Amazigh villages down into verdant valleys, past kasbahs and oases and into the Jebel Saghro and the Sahara (fat-tyred bikes are good here).

In Aourir, on the road between Agadir and Taghazout, you can hire bikes and e-bikes for exploring the Anti-Atlas and for hopping between one surf spot and the next. E-scooters are a fun option for the Souss Massa National Park.

Urban cycling is becoming more and more popular, with companies in Marrakesh, Taroudant, Agadir and Tangier offering short-term hire, which is great for a ride around the city ramparts and even through the city where the medina is flat. Marrakesh has a useful bike-sharing scheme, making it easy to ride between the medina and the Ville Nouvelle. Watch out for motorists though, who are still unconvinced that cyclists are legitimate road users.

Quad Biking

Riding a quad bike in Morocco can be a thrilling experience. However, we urge visitors to consider the damage done to natural surroundings by quad bikes. Flora and fauna in the Sahara, on beaches, in the stony desert and on mountain trails are crucial components of the local environment and damage to them contributes to increased water run-off, soil erosion, noise and air pollution.
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Cycling, High Atlas | N Mrtgh/shutterstock ©

HOW TO… Ride a Camel Like a Pro

Loping over undulating dunes on a long-lashed dromedary is the quintessential desert experience – but it’s not always the most comfortable. Here’s how to sit back and enjoy the scenery.
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Camel riding | Aurelia Teslaru/shutterstock ©

Get on Board

No matter how friendly your camel looks, it’s better to approach it slowly from the side. It will be sitting down when you climb aboard, so make sure that you’re holding on tight and your belongings are secure before the camel starts to unfold its long limbs. It stands up with its hind legs first, so lean back and then forward as it lifts its front legs.

Sitting Comfortably?

Straddling your camel might feel more natural but sitting with one or both legs crossed over the saddle will make for a more comfortable ride, especially on longer journeys – as well as making you look like an expert. While feeling a little saddle sore is part of the experience, it’s worth popping a painkiller before you set off.

Go with the Flow

The cleverly designed camel has broad, flat feet to stop it sinking into the sand and a peculiar gait known as pacing. It moves both legs on one side of its body simultaneously, so try to relax your body and move with the gentle rocking motion rather than against it.

Herding Camels

Camels will ignore any of your attempts to steer them in a particular direction, but they do listen to their owners and will follow their friends in front. And don’t panic if another camel gets up close and personal and starts snuffling around your leg, it’ll soon get back in line.

The Dismount

Wait until the camel sits down, front legs first, then swing a leg to one side of the hump and jump down. Remember to thank your new friend for its service with a gentle pat.

Camel Talk

If you’re camping in the desert you’ll get to listen in on camel communication – a series of grumbles, grunts and hums – late into the night.


WHAT TO WEAR

A hat, sunglasses and sunscreen are a must, a bandana will protect your face in case of a dust storm, while opting for long trousers will avoid sunburn and chafing. If you have a long – very long – scarf, your guide can show you how to fashion a turban, or shesh.

And don’t underestimate how cold the desert can get at night, especially in December and January. There’ll be no shortage of blankets but bring a windproof jacket, woolly socks and a beanie for sunrise camel jaunts.



ACTION AREAS

Where to find Morocco’s best outdoor activities.
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THE GUIDE

MOROCCO
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Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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MARRAKESH
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MOROCCO’S DAZZLING RED CITY

Once an important trading centre for caravans crossing the Sahara with gold, salt and slaves, Marrakesh has been welcoming visitors for centuries.
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Founded in 1062, the ‘Red City’ is a tantalising tangle of narrow streets. You’ll find scintillating souqs full of treasures and truly impressive historical monuments with breathtaking plaster arabesques, intricate zellige (colourful geometric mosaic tilework) and magnificently carved cedarwood. Try world-renowned traditional Moroccan cuisine and lay your head in a riad, elegant courtyard houses turned into boutique hotels that range from superbly luxurious to budget-friendly.

A wealth of small museums celebrate women, the culinary arts, photography, perfume and jewellery, and complement the more formal Marrakech Museum. At the centre of all this activity is the wide expanse of Djemaa El Fna, the main square that buzzes with musicians, stalls, snake charmers, henna artists and fruit juice stands by day. By night, dozens of food stalls draw locals and visitors for delicious street food. The square is filled with entertainers, from leaping gnaoua musicians and male belly dancers to comedians and acrobats. But if you take a closer look, you’ll still see ordinary residents going about their daily lives: vendors of vast piles of glistening fruit and vegetables, butchers with carcasses hanging in tiny shops, children carrying trays of bread to the local ferran (community oven), tanners curing skins and plenty of Moroccan football jerseys for sale.

Alongside the ancient medina lies the Ville Nouvelle, an elegant modern city with wide streets, art deco buildings and fancy hotels built by French Resident-General Hubert Lyautey in the early 1900s. He surrounded himself with artists like the young Jacques Majorelle, who fell in love with Morocco and made his home in the Jardin Majorelle. Later, Yves Saint Laurent was equally bowled over by the city, and the museum dedicated to the couturier is a beacon of modern architecture. The Ville Nouvelle bursts with superb restaurants, stylish shops and a plethora of art galleries. On the outskirts of the city are the palm groves, today home to secluded villas, resort hotels and golf courses.

Marrakesh knows how to put on a show. Its sights and sounds dazzle, frazzle and enchant, as they have for almost a millennium.
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THE MAIN AREAS

DJEMAA EL FNA & SOUTHERN CENTRAL MEDINA

The atmospheric, frenetic main square.

MOUASSINE & CENTRAL SOUQS

Ancient, tiny lanes with contemporary boutiques.

KAAT BEN NAHID & BAB DEBBAGH

Monuments, museums and tanneries.

KASBAH & MELLAH

Royal palaces and the old Jewish quarter.

BAB DOUKKALA & RIAD LAÂROUS

Mellow medina life.

GUELIZ & VILLE NOUVELLE

Modern galleries, top restaurants and gardens.



Find Your Way

The ancient medina is a pear-shaped labyrinth surrounded by high walls pierced by 19 gates, with Djemaa El Fna roughly in the centre. Exploring one neighbourhood at a time (and accepting you will get lost) makes life easier.
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Plan Your Days

Pick a neighbourhood to explore and set off through the streets, dropping by concept stores and artisans, visiting museums large and small, and sampling some great local cuisine.
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Djemaa El Fna | Kadagan/Shutterstock ©


Day 1

Morning

• Start with a fruit juice on Djemaa El Fna watching the square come alive before wandering down Rue Riad Zitoun El Jdid with its treasure-filled shops. After drooling over the carpets at Dar Si Saïd, you’ll be ready for lunch at Mandala Society.

Afternoon

• Continue to the Culinary Arts Museum, followed by the beautiful Bahia Palace. Stop for tea at Mazel Café on Place Ferblantiers.

Evening

• Sample the delicious street food at stalls on Djemaa El Fna and watch the entertainers. Photograph the action from the rooftop terrace at Café de France.




Day 2

Morning

• Take a petit taxi to Jardin Majorelle as early as possible to avoid the crowds. (It opens at 8am.) Stroll the exquisite gardens, and don’t miss the Pierre Bergé Museum of Berber Arts and walk around the corner to the Yves Saint Laurent Museum for a serious dose of fashion.

Afternoon

• Admire the art deco cinema and other buildings on Blvd Zerktouni as you walk to +61 for lunch and then seek out the Ville Nouvelle’s home decor shops and art galleries.

Evening

• Start with cocktails at Baromètre, followed by dinner at Sahbi Sahbi.




Day 3

Morning

• Enjoy breakfast at elegant Dar El Bacha Coffee and then walk through the souqs to the impressive Ben Youssef Medersa. Continue to Maison de la Photographie and grab a coffee on the rooftop. Search out the Majorelle drawings at the Orientalist Museum before lunch at L’Mida.

Afternoon

• Saunter through Mouassine to Musée de la Musique, followed by a visit to tranquil Le Jardin Secret. Get squeaky clean and have a massage at Hammam de la Rose.

Evening

• Splurge on dinner at La Maison Arabe and finish with draft Moroccan beers at Kabana Rooftop.



You’ll Also Want to…

Get active, venture outside the city and check out the less-visited parts of the medina to see a slice of everyday life.


SOAK UP SOME NATURE

Escape the medina madness and enjoy greenery and fountains in the Cyber Park on the edge of the city.
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LISTEN TO MOROCCAN MUSIC

Drop into esteemed cultural hub Cafe Clock on Sunday evenings for its Sunset Concert series.
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TRY YOGA IN A RIAD

Dar Anis Yoga Studio offers yoga classes, sound bath meditations and a half-day wellness retreat.
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GET ON YOUR BIKE

Hire a bike and cycle your way around the medina to see the sights from two wheels.
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SEEK OUT FLEA MARKET TREASURES

Thursday and Sunday are the best days for browsing the stalls at Souq El Khemis.
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SPEND A DAY OUTSIDE THE CITY

Enjoy a day’s respite from the medina at Beldi Country Club with its restaurant, pools and lush gardens.
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VISIT THE PALMERAIE MUSEUMS

Enjoy the art galleries and gardens set among the palm trees northeast of the medina.
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DJEMAA EL FNA & SOUTHERN CENTRAL MEDINA

THE ATMOSPHERIC, FRENETIC MAIN SQUARE


The pulsating heart of Marrakesh, Djemaa El Fna is busy all day long and well into the night, watched over by the magnificent minaret of the Koutoubia Mosque. Ever since the founding of Marrakesh in the 11th century, the square has served as a food market, which in turn drew entertainers, storytellers and musicians. You can’t help but be drawn into the fray to take part in the carnival atmosphere.

Full of fruit juice stands, snake charmers, henna artists and potion sellers by day, the square turns into a giant open-air food hall by night. Dozens of stalls offer street food delights, and you can watch the action from the multilevel cafes surrounding the square.

Included on Unesco’s Intangible Cultural Heritage list, the square is in the middle of the medina. A maze of tiny streets surrounds it, where souqs, restaurants, riads, museums and galleries abound.
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HIGHLIGHTS
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16Mechoui Alley

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

177 Saints
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19Kabana

20La Pergola Bar
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22Le Salama
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24Aromatimri
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26Souq Semmarine




TOP TIP

Take plenty of small change (Dh10 and Dh5 coins) when you’re on the square to hand out to keep snake charmers at bay or to pay for the privilege of taking a photo. At night, when you stop to watch acrobats, musicians or belly dancers, tip them around Dh20.



Djemaa El Fna by Night

THE GREATEST SHOW IN TOWN

Once the food stalls start setting up around 5pm, the excitement begins to mount. At dusk, smoke rises from the grills, and locals and visitors descend on the square for an entertaining night out. It has always been like this – people gather to eat, socialise and be entertained. In the beginning, the square was where people heard the latest news and tales of what was going on in the rest of the country. The food stalls, often handed down from father to son, are arranged in strict rows (though not in numerical order), and everything is scrupulously clean. The food stalls are in the middle of the square surrounded by the fruit juice vendors, and the entertainers are on the outer edges.

Approach it as the locals do: pick what you’d like to eat in no particular order from various stalls. Some locals come just for the tanjia (a Marrakesh speciality stew of seasoned lamb and preserved lemon, cooked for eight hours in the fire of a hammam) or a mixed grill and sit on the benches around the stall. You could grab a sandwich to go and wander off to watch your favourite performers and then come back for another course. The emphasis is on good food and a fun night out.
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Food stall, Djemaa El Fna | Maleo Photography/Shutterstock ©


WHERE TO EAT ON DJEMAA EL FNA

Head to Stall 75 for hearty harira (soup made of tomatoes, lentils, chickpeas and coriander, sometimes with lamb) with chebakia (pretzel coated in honey and sesame seeds) or barley soup.

Stall 14 is known for its fried fish, calamari and salads.

Watch the guys at Stall 66 deftly stuff a loaf with boiled potato, hard-boiled egg, a squirt of olive oil, salt, pepper and cumin.

Stall 71’s smiley Si Mohamed serves spiced tea and ginger cake.



Musée du Patrimoine Immatériel

THE PEOPLE WHO ANIMATE THE SQUARE

In a prominent position on Djemaa El Fna, this restored building is now the Museum of Intangible Heritage, dedicated to the performers who have appeared on the square through the ages, from storytellers and acrobats to musicians and comedians. They constitute the intangible heritage that Unesco recognised in 2008. As well as the exhibits, the museum presents Djemaa El Fna through theatre, cinema, photography and art. Two large masterpieces painted by Jacques Majorelle are on display, illustrating daily life in this quintessential part of Marrakesh. The imposing building once housed Morocco’s central bank, and it also has a numismatic exhibition.
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Food stall, Djemaa El Fna | Glen Berlin/Shutterstock ©

Djemaa El Fna by Day

DRUMS, TRUMPETS AND TRADE

The square comes to life around 10am when stalls are set up. Permanent fixtures are the fruit juice stalls, which once only squeezed oranges but now have a multicoloured abundance of different fruits, all beautifully arranged. Sellers of incense and cosmetics lay out their wares on the ground, and you’ll smell wafts of incense burning on coals. Veiled women squat on low stools displaying henna designs that could curl across your hands and up your arms. Souvenir stalls tout cheap clothes, key rings, fridge magnets and more baskets than you can count. The snake charmers’ flutes and the gnaoua drums never stop, and everywhere, from all directions, are noisy tooting scooters.

To get to the square, you’ll mostly be on foot. Anyone can point you in the right direction if you ask (and sometimes when you don’t). Getting a taxi to the square is easy. Ask for Djemaa El Fna or a specific cafe like Café de France, but note that taxis are banned from the square after midday. Clip-clop your way in or out on a calèche (horse-drawn carriage). Find them lined up on the western side of the square. A few tuk-tuks ply their trade in front of the post office.
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Koutoubia Minaret | MielnickiStudio/Shutterstock ©


Animal Welfare on the Square

International charity SPANA looks after the horses pulling the green carriages known as calèches. Horses wear a blue tag proving that they are microchipped and regularly monitored. However, there’s no such luck for the snakes ‘charmed’ by men playing flutes who try to put the snakes around your neck for a photo (and a tip). These snakes often have their mouths sewn shut and live miserably short lives. Likewise, the Barbary macaques are tied up with rope. The best thing you can do is say no to discourage the practice.



Koutoubia Mosque & Minaret

WATCHING OVER DJEMAA EL FNA

Founded in 1147 by the Almohad dynasty, the largest of Marrakesh’s mosques lies close to Djemaa El Fna. Its minaret is symbolic of Marrakesh. Completed in 1195, it soars 77m and can be seen for miles. The square sandstone structure, measuring 12.8m on each side, is decorated with pretty multifoil arches, carved arabesques, green and white zellige and stepped merlons. Inside the tower is a ramp wide enough for the muezzin to ride a horse to the top, though today he uses a microphone for the call to prayer. On the top is a finial with three gilded copper balls in traditional Moroccan style. Only Muslims go inside the mosque, but anyone can explore the remains of the site’s first mosque on the surrounding esplanade. The small white-domed building is the Koubba of Lalla Zohra, marking the grave of Fatima Zohra bint al Kush, a mystic who died in the early 17th century. The lush Koutoubia Gardens are to the south, a welcome green space in the middle of the city.


STREET FOOD BEYOND THE SQUARE

If you haven’t had your fill of food on Djemaa El Fna, pop around the corner to Chez Lahmine Hadj Mustapha on Derb Semmarine for the Marrakchi classic, meltingly tender and lip-smackingly good beef tanjia.



Grand Balcon du Café Glacier

CLOSEST CAFE TO THE PERFORMERS

Grand Balcon du Café Glacier is one of the best places to watch the performers on the square at night. Clamber up to the wide roof terrace for a bird’s-eye view across Djemaa El Fna to the Koutoubia minaret. On the terrace, the lights are switched off so that it’s easier to take photos. You need to order something to take advantage of the views. It’s best to stick to mint tea or a soft drink rather than eat here. Views by day are equally good.
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Mint tea | Maleo Photography/Shutterstock ©

Café de France

HIGHEST ROOF TERRACE

Café de France was built in 1914 and is one of the original cafes surrounding the square. The terrace is great for morning coffee while you watch vendors setting up their market stalls for the day’s trade. It gets busier throughout the day until the food stands arrive. This point in the evening is a good time to climb up to the highest roof terrace. Watch the sunset over Koutoubia Mosque and then all the fun of the fair as people descend on the square for the night and the musicians begin. You’ll get some good photos from here.
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Café de France | Glen Berlin/Shutterstock ©

Zeitoun Café

BEST FOOD WITH A VIEW

This branch of Zeitoun Café (others are in the Kasbah and Gueliz) with its trademark olive logo (zeitoun means ‘olive’) is a family-friendly restaurant that’s always packed at ground level and upstairs on its comfortable panoramic terraces. By day, it’s a good place to try Moroccan cuisine, and breakfast is served all day. Try the khlii (preserved meat) with eggs. The welcome kids’ menu (Dh50) and hot milk with orange blossom will keep little ones happy, and there’s a tanjia de chameau, a camel-meat take on Marrakesh’s signature dish for adventurous diners. Sunset from the upper terraces is sublime, and you’ll have a great view over the square come evening.

Street Food on Djemaa El Fna

GET A TASTE OF THE SQUARE

When you see locals crowding around a stall, you know it must be good. Start with a bowl of classic harira soup with chebakia. At a row of stands serving snails, you’ll be given a bowl and a pin to ease them out of their shells. Bread stuffed with egg and hot potato and seasoned with olive oil, salt and cumin is the cheapest food option. Smoke wafting from the grills will tempt you to try merguez (spicy sausages) and brochettes (skewers of beef or lamb). The all-time favourite tanjia (crock-pot stew of seasoned lamb and preserved lemon) always draws the locals, but are you brave enough to try steamed sheep heads? Fried fish, calamari and prawns served with salads are crowd pleasers, and you’ll have to wait for a seat. For something sweet, head for the stalls selling tea and cake, particularly on a cold night. A large copper samovar dispenses khunjul (Moroccan spiced tea), which comes with a scoop of gingery cake.
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Cooked snails, Djemaa El Fna | GiacomoBo/Shutterstock ©

Food Tours of Marrakesh

SAMPLE THE CITY

Which food stall is best? What should you try? Making the decision can be a daunting experience, but coming to the rescue are specialist food tours. Local guides explain the history behind what happens on the square, help you get the best of the food on offer and take the hassle out of weaving your way through the throngs of people. Two of the best tours are Tasting Marrakech (tasting-marrakech.com), whose friendly guides lead private tours on Djemaa El Fna itself, and Moroccan Food Adventures (moroccanfoodadventures.com), organised by Amanda Mouttaki. These group tours take you into the streets around the square.
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Food stall | Christian Mueller/Shutterstock ©

MORE IN DJEMAA EL FNA & SOUTHERN CENTRAL MEDINA

Carnival on Djemaa El Fna

DINNER AND A SHOW

A proper night out calls for entertainment. The performers on Djemaa El Fna deliver wonder, excitement, spectacle and old-fashioned fun. People throng around and gawp and gaze, showing their appreciation with a tip. Amazigh musicians draw people nostalgic for their mountain villages. Dancers in bright satin outfits spin and leap to rhythmic gnaoua tunes played on the hajhooj (three-stringed guitar), punctuated by castanets, their cowrie-shell-encrusted hats weaving round, tassels flying. In another corner, men dressed as belly dancers with veils and glitzy fabrics tied around their hips shimmy for their audience. Others try to win a bottle of soda with a fishing pole or have their palms read.

Weekends bring out a wider variety of performers. Colourfully dressed acrobats form a human pyramid, boxers take on contenders in a ring and comedians tell raucous jokes. Time has changed the types of shows: these days, there are no fire-eaters, glass-swallowers or drinkers of boiling water, and the last storyteller died recently. But nothing on the square stands still, and some of the comedians even have YouTube channels.
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I LIVE HERE: BEST ACTIVITIES FOR KIDS IN MARRAKESH
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Amanda Mouttaki, writer of website Maroc Mama and co-owner of Moroccan Food Adventures. She has lived in Marrakesh with her three boys for more than 10 years  @marocmama

My favourite places to take the kids in the city:

Atlas Elevation

An indoor rock-climbing gym with bouldering and trails for kids of all ages.

Marrakech Henna Art Cafe

Stop by for organic henna tattoos that are safe for all ages.

Meydene Experience

Located on M Ave in the Ville Nouvelle, this interactive cultural experience takes participants through Marrakesh with multimedia exhibitions.



BEST ROOFTOP BARS AROUND DJEMAA EL FNA

Le Salama

Fantastic mountain and medina views from the top terrace and festooned with lanterns by night.

Kabana Rooftop

A cool spot with cocktails, draft beer and great music for late evenings.

La Pergola Bar

Elegant place at Riad Monceau serving up jazz and cocktails until 11pm.

Meat-Lover’s Feast on Mechoui Alley

SAMPLE ROAST LAMB AND TANJIA

Mechoui (lamb slow-roasted over coals) is a Moroccan delicacy. A few metres north of Djemaa El Fna is the small loop of Derb Semmarine, where you’ll find hole-in-the-wall restaurants serving up such meaty delights. Well-known is Chez Lahmine Hadj Mustapha, who once cooked at King Hassan II’s palace and for many other celebrities, as evidenced by the photos on the walls outside. By day, whole sheep carcasses are hung on metal spikes and lowered into a deep underground oven. The meat is roasted over the coals for hours until it’s succulent with melting fat and crispy skin. It’s then pulled out of the pit, carved on huge wooden boards and served with salt, cumin and bread.

The other Marrakchi favourite cooked here is tanjia. An earthenware urn is filled with beef, lamb or goat on the bone. In goes oil, garlic, spices such as turmeric and cumin, saffron for colour, chopped preserved lemon rind and the water the saffron was soaked in. A little smen (fermented butter) rounds out the flavour. The urn is covered with baking paper and secured with string. Slow cooking in the coals makes even the toughest cuts of meat tender, with a thick, rich sauce. Sit at the tables with blue chequered plastic cloths, and you’ll be given a basket of bread and paper for wiping your fingers. When it’s ready, the urn is upended over an earthenware plate, and the luscious stew is poured out. Mop it up with rounds of bread. Tanjia is available all day but is especially popular at night. You’ll find it on Djemaa El Fna too.


Glistening Jewels at the Olive Souq

Swerve off Djemaa El Fna to this tiny souq dedicated to olives. A dozen stalls specialising in Moroccan olives are ranged in a row along Derb Semmarine, opposite the tanjia and mechoui restaurants. You’ll find glistening piles of all types of olives – green, black, pink, dried, stuffed with almonds or garlic, sprinkled with parsley, marinated in chilli or spices – and you can ask to taste before you buy. Bottles of capers and caper berries, pickled chillies and small white onions, preserved lemons, flavoured oils and bright red harissa (hot chilli paste) are packed to the rafters.




STORY TIME

While the old storytellers have disappeared from Djemaa El Fna, you can hear the tradition kept alive at World Storytelling Café and Cafe Clock, where the art is carefully preserved.



WHERE TO EAT VEGGIE AROUND DJEMAA EL FNA

Marrakech Henna Art Cafe

Serves delicious, simple dishes, and you can get a henna tattoo. €

Mandala Society

A fabulous brunch menu of Icelandic and Moroccan dishes. €€

La Famille

Sit under the lemon trees for the all-vegetarian menu fresh from the souq. €€

Glamour at La Mamounia

MARRAKESH’S HISTORIC HOTEL

In the late 18th century, young Yazid bin Mohammed received the ultimate wedding gift from his father, the sultan: a beautiful 13-hectare orchard that he used for lavish garden parties. Fast forward 200 years, and Morocco is a French protectorate with a resident-general keen to attract foreign tourists. He encouraged the Railway Company to build this palatial hotel, which opened to great fanfare in 1928.

Celebrities have been flocking here ever since. Winston Churchill called it ‘a marvellous place’, and Alfred Hitchcock filmed scenes from The Man Who Knew Too Much. Franklin D Roosevelt visited, as did Francis Ford Coppola, Charles de Gaulle and Yves Saint Laurent. The Rolling Stones holidayed here in 1968, and Paul McCartney composed the song ‘Mamunia’ in 1973. Anybody who’s anybody makes a beeline for this regal institution. Now synonymous with Marrakesh, this legendary hotel is intrinsic to the city’s glamorous history.

The gardens are a tranquil spot for a wander, which today cover 8 hectares. They are lush and well cared for, with plenty of birdlife amongst the palm, olive and orange trees, as well as lots of flowering plants and interesting sculptures.
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Jacques Majorelle at La Mamounia

Orientalist painter Jacques Majorelle oversaw the interior design of La Mamounia. He blended two trends: Amazigh art and artisanship and Majorelle’s beloved art deco. He painted the dining room ceiling, with its exposed wooden beams, in a green and yellow lozenge pattern (this space is now the Bar Majorelle), and he worked on much of the former vestibule, supplying painted panels around the reception area. He employed painters from Paris and artisans from his home studio at what is now Jardin Majorelle, made leather furniture, painted wooden chests and designed wrought-iron light fittings. For the first revamp of the hotel in 1947, Majorelle again made major contributions. Today, the hotel’s Majorelle Suite features a portrait of the artist.



WHERE TO SHOP IN SOUTHERN CENTRAL MEDINA

Hanout

Meriem Nour’s designer boutique for luxury ready-to-wear women’s fashion.

Atelier Aït Lazrag

Gallery with paintings by Moroccan artists, African beaded heads and figures.

Jad Bain et Beauté

Le Sens de Marrakech perfumes, bath products, argan oil and room sprays.



WALKING TOUR: EASY SHOPPING & MUSEUM STROLL

[image: jpg]

Start with a breakfast of mint tea and freshly cooked batbout (pita-like bread) dipped in olive oil or honey and cheese at Chez Taib on 1 Place des Ferblantiers. Suitably fortified, wander around this square to see metalworkers selling lanterns and contemporary brass light fittings. They are much cheaper here than in the more popular souqs. The homeware shop Concept Bohem has light fittings, mats, throws, mirrors and baskets. Cross the square and head north up Rue Riad Zitoun El Kedim. Don’t miss the ceramics, tableware and coffee at 2 Yannass Concept Store. Next door is  3 Jad Bain et Beauté, with its sensuous Le Sens de Marrakech bath products. Striking African prints feature at 4 Akewa Tribes, where all the fashion is sustainably made. Continue on a few metres and you’ll come across the chic fashion and accessories at 5 Les Marrisiennes. At the next junction, turn right and follow the street to the T-junction with Rue Riad Zitoun El Jdid and turn right again. After a short walk, you’ll find 6 Naturom, which sells argan-oil-based bath products scented with fig, orange blossom or verbena. Turn left into Rue de la Bahia for the 7 Tiskiwin Museum. Retrace your steps to Rue Riad Zitoun El Jdid and turn left. On the left is a branch of the swish designer boutique 8 Hanout. Keep walking to see the large building of the 9 Moroccan Culinary Arts Museum, which is worth a look and perhaps a tasting or cooking class. You then find yourself at the entrance to the splendid 10 Bahia Palace. Turn right and follow Rue Bahia Bab Mellah until you are back at Place des Ferblantiers. Now it’s time for lunch at the green zellige tables of 11 Mazel Café.



Shopping Souq Semmarine

DEEP IN THE MARKETS

Souq Semmarine is a busy shopping street that runs north from Djemaa El Fna to Ben Youssef Medersa. Its name comes from the farriers who plied their trade here, and it’s still a thriving hub for commerce. Small shops are crammed together, chock-full of merchandise spilling onto the street.

It’s an area that hasn’t yet been gentrified: you won’t find fancy concept stores, but the merchandise is squarely aimed at tourists. Shops sell products that have been made in the surrounding neighbourhoods, such as brightly coloured babouches (slippers) in leather or fabric embellished with embroidery or tiny buttons; pottery bowls; platters and tajines; clothing like djellabas (hooded cloaks), caftans and gandoras (similar to djellabas but without hoods); fun souvenirs such as metal signs denoting professions such as dentists or schoolteachers with a simple drawing. This market is where you might find a burnished copper basin, a metal-framed mirror, or a pierced brass light fitting or lantern. Stalls have silver teapots and trays, vast arrays of patisserie, and hand-woven silky bed throws in vibrant stripes. Merchants sell spices, rosewater and argan oil, while others tout leather jackets, bags, belts, sandals, carpets, cushions, and hands of Fatima door knockers and charms. It’s a good spot to try your bargaining skills – it’s expected, and shopkeepers will be disappointed if you don’t.

Visit in the early morning to escape the heat or in the evening as dusk falls and the lighting shops are illuminated.
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BEST CAFES FOR BREAKFAST ON DJEMAA EL FNA

Taj’in Darna

Watch the square wake up over fresh orange juice, Moroccan bread and coffee. €

7 Saints

Ask for the rich, creamy and slightly sweet Café Spécial, perfect with flaky msemen pancakes. €

Argana

Choose between the traditional beldi (traditional country) breakfast or the more substantial brunch at this old favourite. €€

L’Adresse

Smart place serving fresh fruit and granola, or must-try khlii (strips of dried meat cured in fat, salt and spices) and eggs with fluffy batbout. €€




FANADIQ OF MARRAKESH

When caravans arrived in Marrakesh, they stayed in fanadiq (inns and markets used by travelling traders; singular is funduq), stabling animals and trading on the ground floor, and sleeping upstairs. Some still exist, including Funduq El Amri and Funduq El Mizen.



WHERE TO HAVE A HAMMAM AROUND DJEMAA EL FNA

Hammam de la Rose

Gorgeous steam room and a wide menu of beauty and massage treatments.

Hammam Dar El Bacha

Public hammam that costs just Dh10. Take your own black soap and exfoliation glove.

Alphais Spa

Luxurious hammam and massage treatments using all-natural products based on argan oil.

Moroccan Lotions & Potions

LOCAL VEGETABLE AND ESSENTIAL OILS

Morocco has long been famous for its argan oil, made from the nuts of trees that grow between Essaouira and Agadir. Argan oil is used on its own or blended with other ingredients for skin and hair products and is highly prized across the world. The seeds of the prickly pear fruit, also called barbary fig, contain an oil rich in amino acids, vitamins E and K, and powerful antioxidants called betalains, unique in the plant world. The unctuous oil is being touted as the next big thing in the antiaging market, excellent for dryness, wrinkles, scars and dark circles. But it doesn’t come cheap. It’s said you need one million seeds to make a litre of oil. An infestation of cochineal scale bugs that is killing off the plants across Morocco is adding to the rarity value. The seeds are harvested by hand (it’s not possible by machine), which adds to the cost. Grab some while you can – expect to pay from Dh250 for 10mL. Naturom and Aromatimri are trusted outlets.

Morocco produces superb rose otto essential oil (distilled Damask rose) in Kalaat M’Gouna in the High Atlas, where it’s celebrated in mid-May during the post-harvest Rose Festival. The essential oil is hard to come by in Morocco as it’s mostly exported to France for the perfume industry, but rosewater, the byproduct, is available cheaply everywhere and is used in cooking and for skincare. Atlas cedarwood essential oil is manufactured in France, but Morocco makes essences from citrus fruits and essential oils from herbs (mint, thyme, origanum and rosemary) and flowers (geranium, chamomile, lavender and orange blossom). Try your hand at blending your own perfume at Musée du Parfum.


See the Stars

Every evening during the Marrakech International Film Festival, popular movies are screened outdoors on Djemaa El Fna, and film personalities come to meet the public. Held annually over 10 days in November, this prestigious festival features more than 120 screenings and attracts big names in the industry. Films are shown at the Palais des Congrès, Le Colisée Cinema and the Yves Saint Laurent Museum. The festival also hosts ‘In Conversation With’ sessions for the public to interact with filmmakers and actors, and offers industry development workshops for Moroccan, African and Arab filmmakers.

To encourage the audiences of the future, children and teenagers have their own programmes of movies and debates.



WHERE TO BUY MOROCCAN OILS & SKIN CARE PRODUCTS

Naturom

Fair-trade company making superb products from prickly pear serum to shower gels.

Herboristerie Firdaous

Mohamed and Saïda guide you through their essential oils and vegetable oils.

Aromatimri

Beautifully packaged organic products, including face creams, argan and prickly pear oils, and hair masks.

Amazigh Culture at Musée Tiskiwin

ECLECTIC COLLECTION OF AFRICAN ART

Musée Tiskiwin spreads over two riads and showcases African-Amazigh culture in North Africa and the Sahel since Neolithic times. The late founder Bert Flint collected these pieces over a lifetime of journeys to regions no longer as easily accessible, such as Niger, Burkina Faso, Mali and Mauritania, as well as around the Maghreb.

Each display relates to a step on the caravan journeys that began in Timbuktu and crossed the Sahara to Marrakesh via various countries. Flint’s objective was to understand the origin of the diversity of Moroccan culture. Superb displays show Tuareg nomad tents and their contents, art, carpets, fabrics, basketwork, wood carvings and leatherwork. Particularly interesting are the ancient jewellery and items of personal adornment.

Flint bequeathed the museum to Cadi Ayyad University in Marrakesh. Its staff, along with Flint’s nephew Joost, are undertaking an inventory of the enormous collection, and the museum is expected to reopen in December 2023.
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WHY I LOVE THE MUSéE TISKIWIN

Helen Ranger, writer

Seeing the small Neolithic carved frog from Niger brought it all back to me on my latest visit to Musée Tiskiwin. In 2017 Fondation Majorelle contracted me to translate Bert Flint’s seminal book, African-Berber Culture in North Africa & the Sahel Region, from French to English, a huge but enjoyable project. Covering the caravan routes between Timbuktu and Marrakesh, the book contains wonderful photographs of art, carving, tools, jewellery, tents, carpets and leatherwork made by the people along the journey. When I visit the museum, I rediscover so many aspects of Amazigh art that I came across in the translation, from those frogs to the intricately carved African bed stakes or magnificently decorated Tuareg leather bags.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND DJEMAA EL FNA ON A BUDGET

Riad Linda

Art-filled traditional house with six light, bright bedrooms and a gorgeous roof terrace. €

Hôtel Sherazade

Comfortable rooms surround two garden courtyards in this well-restored riad. €

Equity Point Hostel

Dorms and private rooms are set around a courtyard with a pool. Great rooftop views. €

Dar Si Saïd Weaves its Magic

CARPET AND WEAVING MUSEUM

This museum dedicated to weaving and carpets is located in an expansive riad built in the second half of the 19th century by Si Saïd Ben Moussa, defence minister to Sultan Moulay Abdelaziz. The building has been beautifully restored and has a lovely central courtyard garden.

The weaving and carpets on display come from various parts of Morocco and are well lit with good signage in English. A large wall map explains the major carpet-producing regions of the country, and examples are hung on the walls. Tools for carding wool and looms show how the work is done, almost always by women. Among the weavings is a traditional wedding cloak that shows how they are traditionally worn, with the shaggy side outwards to slough off heavy snow. There are exquisitely embroidered wedding belts and jewellery such as fibulae used to fasten garments. Mannequins are dressed in traditional clothing from various areas.

For an entrance fee of only Dh30 (Dh10 for children), it’s good value. The museum is closed on Tuesday.
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BEST CARPET SHOPS

Jouti Rugs

In Sidi Ghanem, Jouti has spectacular contemporary pieces from the Middle Atlas town of Mrirt and vintage carpets.

Les Nomades de Marrakech

Probably the largest rug shop in Marrakesh, this treasure trove carries both vintage and contemporary carpets. Prices are fixed.

Soufiane Zarib

Excellent contemporary rugs, along with superb homewares. Find another branch in the Ville Nouvelle.

Carpet Souq, Rahba Kedima

A large display of carpets for all budgets. It’s also a wholesale market with an auction every afternoon.



WHERE TO BUY HOME DECOR AROUND DJEMAA EL FNA

Maison Blaoui

A one-stop shop for every corner of your home.

Corinne Bensimon Maison

Stocks stylish soft furnishings, fabrics and ceramics.

So’

In Rue Kennaria, stocks locally made candlesticks, grass mats and dishes.

Take a Break

GREEN SPACES IN MARRAKESH

When the medina gets overwhelming, find some green space to sit down and rest. Grab a fruit juice in the square and perhaps an ice cream or some patisserie, and head for a park bench. Arset El Bilk, a small garden near the post office, is closest to Djemaa El Fna, and it’s where the calèches gather. The ancient trees offer welcome shade in summer for horses and humans.

Koutoubia Mosque is surrounded by greenery, and these parks are great places to photograph the imposing minaret. The mosque’s own gardens lie south of the minaret, a formal layout of rosebushes, orange trees and palms with wide walkways, water features and fountains. To the west is the larger Parc Lalla Hasna, also with an abundance of formally planted flowers, such as hibiscus and roses, and tall trees. There are plenty of paths to walk along, shady benches to escape the heat, tea and coffee stalls, and public toilets in the southeast corner.

Just five minutes’ walk northwest of the Koutoubia is the entrance to Cyber Park, eight hectares of lush 18th-century gardens with tall trees, lawns, bushes pruned into curious shapes, a rose garden, wide pathways and fountains. Signage identifies the trees, and interactive panels show what’s on in Marrakesh. Internet access is offered in the cyberspace (entrance Dh5), and there’s a telecommunications museum. Managed sustainably, the park has solar panels, composting sites, efficient water systems and an education programme for children.
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Best Patisserie & Ice Cream

Moroccan patisserie is an art form – from the sugar-encrusted almond ghriba (biscuits) to twice-cooked crunchy fekkas studded with raisins and almonds and the sinuous curve of a glazed gazelle’s horn. There are pretzel-like chebakia and briouats, cigar- or samosa-shaped parcels full of almond paste, both soaked in honey. If you are invited to a Moroccan home, take a box of petits fours as a gift.

Pâtisserie des Princes, a well-known shop on Passage Prince Moulay Rachid, sells petits fours and has 24 flavours of ice cream. On the same street, Oriental Legend is where Morgan Lechatellier sells his ice cream, sorbet and milkshakes that feature local flavours, such as amlou (argan-nut butter) and Saharan dates, as well as fruit, nuts and chocolate.



BEST RIADS AROUND DJEMAA EL FNA

Riad L’Orangeraie

Spice-themed suites and a rooftop pool make this a top choice. €€€

Riad 72

The leafy courtyard, sensational zellige and exquisite decor are a delight. €€€

Riad Tizwa

Bright, breezy and boho chic rooms with excellent service. €€



MOUASSINE & CENTRAL SOUQS

ANCIENT, TINY LANES WITH CONTEMPORARY BOUTIQUES


Meandering through the lanes north of Djemaa El Fna gives an insight into the push and pull between old and new in the medina. This area is home to the city’s largest concentration of souqs and qissariat (covered markets). You could spend a whole morning exploring the spice shops around Rahba Kedima. In artisan areas such as Souq Haddadine and the fanadiq, metalworkers clang away. Mouassine has a fresh crop of Mediterranean-inspired rooftop restaurants breathing fresh life into the ancient streets.

Dating from the 16th-century Saadian period, this wealthy area had grand homes, and at the centre of the neighbourhood is the beautifully restored Mouassine mosque. There’s no vehicular access to Mouassine, but it’s a 500m walk north of Djemaa El Fna.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Ayaso

2Café des Épices

3Carpet Souq

4Dar Cherifa

5Dar El Bacha

6Dar El Bacha Coffee

7Le Jardin Secret

8Place Rahba Kedima

9Souq des Teinturiers

10Souq Haddadine

SIGHTS

11Funduq El Amri

12Funduq El Mizen

13Musée de la Femme

14Musée de la Musique

15Musée de la Patrimoine

SLEEPING

16Riad Tizwa

SHOPPING

17Assouss Cooperative d’Argane

18Bibi Art

19Corinne Bensimon Maison

20Different.

21Norya Ayron

22Sarah Maj




TOP TIP

Book in advance for a prime table on the rooftop of the wildly popular restaurants, especially in peak periods of Easter, Christmas and New Year and All Saints (end of October). Many offer tables inside or out, and you can often book online.



Dar El Bacha & Musée des Confluences

SHOWCASING MOROCCAN CULTURE

Catch a glimpse into the world of fabulously wealthy Moroccan warlord Thami El Glaoui. Pasha of Marrakesh from 1912 to 1956, El Glaoui hailed from Kasbah Telouet in the High Atlas Mountains. He was one of the world’s richest men and loved the high life, building this magnificent residence and Palais Glaoui in Fez. He visited European capitals, even attending Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation in 1953. He collaborated with the French occupiers, but when the French left in 1956, his family fell out of favour, and the new government seized his assets.

His home is now a museum, beautifully restored and dedicated to the melange of cultures found in Morocco. It is one of the medina’s finest examples of riad architecture, with plenty of colourful zellige tiles, stately columns, intricate white plasterwork, painted ceilings and carved cedarwood. The central courtyard has orange trees, flowers and fountains. Rooms surround the courtyard and house temporary exhibits featuring different facets of Moroccan culture, including ceramics, jewellery, brassware and items from the three monotheistic faiths.
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Dar El Bacha Coffee

SILVER SERVICE COFFEE

This sumptuous coffee shop oozes elegance. You can’t help but be charmed by the chequered floor, trellis decoration, potted palms and staff in red fezzes. A choice of 200 pure Arabica coffee brews is served in a generous pot with Chantilly cream, rock sugar and a cracked vanilla bean that comes in a grinder. There are sweet or savoury croissants and artful pastries. Indulge in a gourmet breakfast, lunch or afternoon tea. A top tip: if you want to have coffee at this hugely busy cafe, book on arrival and visit the museum first.

Dar Cherifa

SECRETS OF MOROCCAN ARCHITECTURE

Dar Cherifa dates from the 17th-century Saadian period and is one of the most beautiful examples of Moroccan architecture. It’s a dar, meaning house, rather than a riad (which has a garden in the central courtyard), and is typical of the architecture found in this neighbourhood, built with comfort and luxury in mind.

It is a grand house that has been sensitively restored by Abdellatif Aït Benabdallah, who retained as many original features as possible.

As in all traditional houses, nothing is apparent from the outside, and doors never open directly onto the street – there’s always an entrance turning to the right to keep the owner’s wealth and the women of the house hidden from view.

The majestic columns surrounding the courtyard mark it as the home of a wealthy family. The white plaster was expertly carved while wet, and it’s painted in some places. The wood is the original cedar, exceptionally hard and naturally resistant to bugs. Each bhou (seating nook) and salon around the courtyard is decorated differently.
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Cafe Littéraire

Dar Cherifa opened in 2000 as a cultural centre and restaurant. It hosts international and national exhibitions and is a venue for seminars and concerts. Find out what’s happening on its Facebook page (facebook.com/DarCherifa.Officiel). True to the original function of traditional medina houses, it is a haven of peace, providing great relief from the bustling activity of the souqs all around it. The rooftop is a perfect spot for afternoon tea. The courtyard restaurant serves traditional Moroccan cuisine combining Amazigh, Arab-Andalusian and Jewish fare.



Place Rahba Kedima

SPICE SQUARE

Around lively, triangular-shaped Rahba Kedima (Place des Épices in French), you’ll find several spice shops. Moroccans use their local spice stall as a one-stop shop for natural remedies to cure ailments and to pep up their cooking. You’ll also find that some classy local designers have set up shop too. Two cafes overlooking the square are perfect for taking photos of the action.

Café des Épices is a good option for tea or juice, while Ayaso serves healthy organic food. In the centre of the square are stalls selling baskets and hats. On the north side is Souk des Tapis (Carpet Souq), once the slave market. Try to catch the daily (except Friday) wholesale carpet auction held after the mid-afternoon prayer.
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Souq des Teinturiers

COLOURFUL CLOTHING

Souq des Teinturiers (Dyers’ Market) is still functioning today, with just a few artisans left dyeing skeins of wool, leather, silk and other textiles. The rafters are hung with vibrantly coloured fabrics and wool drying in the sun. Dyes are made from natural mineral and plant ingredients such as indigo, saffron and cochineal, and the dyers stir their special brews in large vats. Ask to see the process and they’ll be happy to show you. Follow Rue Sidi El Yamani down the side of the Mouassine Hammam until it becomes a narrow alley, and then walk through the archway.
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Le Jardin Secret

THE ISLAMIC GARDEN

One of the most beautiful palaces in the medina, Le Jardin Secret dates from Saadian times. Two riads and their gardens were joined around the time the palace was constructed in 1850. The rooms have exhibits on the history, the importance of water and the role of gardens in Moroccan culture. High-tech screens use CGI to expertly show the flow of water around the site, and a fascinating documentary details the restoration process. You can also climb for outstanding views over the medina.

The two distinct gardens, a traditional Islamic garden and a smaller exotic garden, have plants from all over the world. The Islamic garden links the two riad buildings and is laid out along strict geometric lines, with a four-part structure surrounded by walkways tiled in bejmat (terracotta bricks) and green zellige, and a series of water channels, pools and fountains. This layout, found in Morocco since the 12th century, represents heaven and is considered a sacred space. It certainly is a peaceful spot, full of birdsong, olive and citrus trees, grasses and flowering plants, making it an ideal respite from the busy medina outside. Chill out in the cafes in the garden and on the rooftop.
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WATER IN THE GARDEN

The Quran describes heaven as ‘a garden in which streams flow’, and water naturally plays an enormous role at Le Jardin Secret. Water came from the High Atlas through an ingenious system of underground drainage channels called khettaras, which is still in use. Only rich families could afford a domestic water supply instead of using communal fountains in the streets, and Le Jardin Secret’s water supply was shared with the local mosque. Rainwater was also collected from sloped rooftops. Channels, pools and fountains are intrinsic parts of an Islamic garden.



Souq Haddadine

LANTERNS AND LAMPSHADES

You’ll know when you’re close to the Blacksmiths’ Souq because of the constant clanging of hammers on metal. Artisans bend over furnaces to make wrought-iron grilles, bird cages, chairs and everyday items such as door knockers, bolts, locks and keys. This place has more light fittings than you would think possible, from lanterns with clear or coloured glass to pierced brass lampshades whose patterns cast a beautiful glow. To find this souq, follow the narrow alley off Rue Azbezt opposite Kafe Merstan.

MORE IN MOUASSINE & CENTRAL SOUQS

Shopping in Mouassine

CONCEPT STORES AND BIJOU BOUTIQUES

In addition to shops in the souqs, you’ll find classy concept stores in this gradually gentrifying neighbourhood, with several on Rue Amsafah. Different., a collaboration between Belgian Jan Pauwels and Moroccan Salah-haddine, is an enormous temple to contemporary design in a light and airy space. Interesting jewellery, bags, ceramics such as mugs and Tamegroute candlesticks, hats, scarves and T-shirts fill one space, while beautifully designed linen clothes in sultry colours for men and women grace another. Soul Food Café serves on the ground floor and the roof terrace, with menus of Mediterranean and Moroccan.

Upstairs at the Le Jardin restaurant nearby is a branch of Norya Ayron, which has her signature contemporary take on caftans in bold prints and silky fabrics. Behind a pale blue storefront is Sarah Maj, a Moroccan-Italian designer with exquisite clothes and accessories for women.

On Rue Sidi El Yamani is Bibi Art, where owners Rabii and Abdel buy their own wool and work with women in the Atlas Mountains to produce high-quality carpets for this large shop over three floors. On a corner close to the Mouassine Mosque is Assouss Cooperative d’Argane, the Marrakesh outlet of a women’s cooperative outside Essaouira. It’s a good place to buy argan and prickly pear oil skincare products, and you can ask to taste the delicious amlou.
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How To Get Your Tajine Ready for Cooking

To conjure up Moroccan delights, take home a traditional tajine and follow these instructions to prepare it for use. Soak the base and lid in cold water overnight. Leave them to dry thoroughly and then rub both parts with olive oil. Bake in the oven at 150°C for about two hours. Turn the oven off, but leave the tajine inside to cool down. It will then be ready to use directly on the stovetop or with a heat diffuser on an induction hob.



WHERE TO EAT IN MOUASSINE & CENTRAL SOUQS

Nomad

Cosy inside spaces and multilevel roof terrace for feasting on contemporary North African cuisine. €€€

Ayaso

Excellent views over Rahba Kedima while you sample deliciously healthy organic dishes. €€

Le Jardin

Local and Mediterranean dishes served in a tranquil leafy courtyard; good option for vegetarians. €€

A Mosaic of Museums

EXPLORE MOROCCAN CULTURE

All within a 10-minute walk of each other, these three Mouassine museums provide a deep insight into the Amazigh, Jewish and Arab heritage of Morocco. Musée de la Musique (also called Musée de Mouassine) is an exquisitely renovated 16th-century Saadian house. Concerts take place upstairs in the diouira (small apartment) three times a week and feature Arab-Andalusian, gnaoua and Amazigh music, with special concerts during Ramadan. Check the website (museedelamusique.ma) to find out what’s on. The rest of the museum has temporary exhibitions and permanent displays of musical instruments. It’s tucked down tiny Derb El Hammam and is open daily.

Just 300m away you’ll find Musée de la Femme (Women’s Museum) spread over three floors. It champions the woman’s place in Moroccan society. Art exhibitions are presented every few months by female artists or photographers, and there are workshops and talks on women’s issues. The museum is just north of Rahba Kedima on Rue Sidi Abdel Aziz, and you can find out what’s happening on its Facebook page (facebook.com/Womensmuseummarrakech). The museum is closed on Wednesday.

Musée de la Patrimoine (Heritage Museum) lies just south of Rahba Kedima on Rue Znikt Rahba and is another glorious example of a 17th-century traditional house, slightly younger than the Saadian ones. There are two floors of exhibition rooms and a rooftop cafe. The wide range of items on display includes ancient illuminated calligraphic texts, jewellery, muskets used in tbouridas (traditional cavalry charges), Amazigh tent poles and decorated doors from the High Atlas, wooden chests and minbars (pulpits), old photographs of Marrakesh, carpets, textiles and ceramics. The museum is closed on Sunday.


FINDING MARRAKESH’S FANADIQ

Fanadiq were lodgings used by traders who arrived in Marrakesh from countries to the south with salt, gold and other commodities.

Only 140 fanadiq remain in the Marrakesh medina, though some have not been restored. Most house shops and artisan workshops. On Rue Sidi Abdel Aziz, Funduq El Amri is noteworthy for the handsome redbrick geometric decoration of diamonds, hexagons and stars that border its internal stone arches. Woodworkers sell their wares here, and spices and argan oil are also for sale. Next door, Funduq El Mizen has leather products and babouches.



WHERE TO EAT IN MOUASSINE & CENTRAL SOUQS

Terrasse des Épices

Chic roof terrace restaurant with innovative takes on Moroccan cuisine, such as tanjia-filled ravioli. €€€

Café Arabe

Choice of Moroccan or Italian menus in a pretty courtyard or on the roof terrace. €€

Souk Kafé

Interesting dishes include r’fissa (chicken with spices and filo-like pastry), gluten-free couscous and a kids’ menu. €€



WALKING TOUR
Mouassine’s Souqs & Monuments

Explore some of the oldest parts of Marrakesh’s medina, from Mouassine with its grand mosque and souqs northwards to the magnificent monuments in Kaat Ben Nahid. This circular route starts and ends at Le Jardin Secret. Spread the walk over a full day and you’ll have time to go inside the museums and monuments along the way.
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Le Jardin Secret | LapaiIrKrapai/Shutterstock ©

From 1 Le Jardin Secret, head south for 100m and turn right onto Rue Sidi El Yamani. Walk until you reach the Tamegroute pottery shop and then turn left.

Pause momentarily to admire this handsome square with the 2 Mouassine Mosque, Fountain and Hammam. Follow signs down a small alley to  3 Musée de la Musique, set in a 16th-century house.

Take the next left into Rue Fehl Chidmi and follow signs to 4 Dar Cherifa, perfect for a coffee break. Retracing your steps, turn right onto Rue Fehl Chidmi for 180m. Turn left and walk for 150m, left again and then right. You’re now at  5 Rahba Kedima, a bustling square with shops to explore. Have lunch at one of the restaurants. Continue east for 30m and then turn left onto Rue Sidi Ishak. Walk 80m until you see 6 Souq Souafine on your left, once the wool market but now selling souvenirs.

Heading north, the street narrows, but follow it around the curve, past Sidi Ishak Mosque, until you come to the junction with Rue Azbezt. Turn left and walk about 60m. At Kafe Merstan, turn left into 7 Souq Haddadine, the blacksmiths’ market.

Retracing your steps to Rue Azbezt, turn left and continue until you reach the large historical monuments: the 8 Koubba is 75m to the left, 9 Musée de Marrakech is on your right, and 10 Ben Youssef Medersa is next door.

Turn left onto Rue Zaouiat Lahdar and after 50m you’ll see 11 Dar Bellarj, the old stork hospital that’s now an art gallery. After 100m, turn right and immediately left into Rue Amsafah, a street of smart shops. At the small boutique Sarah Maj, turn left into Rue Sidi Abd El Aziz to find 12 Musée de la Femme.

Continue down this street, following the curve for 110m, and you’ll reach the mini shopping centre of 13 Souq Cherifia, full of small shops. When you exit this souq, turn left and left again, and you’ll soon be back at Le Jardin Secret, where you’ve earned a mint tea.



Hammams in Mouassine

ALL STEAMED UP

You’re spoiled for choice when it comes to hammams in this neighbourhood, with three outstanding bathhouses within easy walking distance. The public Hammam Mouassine next to the mosque is beautifully restored with separate areas for men and women (follow the arrows to the women’s entrance that’s on the same street as Musée de la Musique). It was built in 1562 by the Saadian sultan Abdellah Al Ghalib. While you can simply pay the entrance fee of Dh10 and do your own thing, friendly attendants can help you for a reasonable price. The basic Formule Beldi (Dh150) consists of exfoliation (gommage) with black soap, application of ghassoul (clay mask) and lots of water to wash it all off. Other options include massage with organic argan oil and essential oils. Lockers are available, as are hairdryers – important in cold weather. Take a moment to relax with a mint tea before you head into the medina again.

For private hammams, book in advance. Le Bain Bleu, well signposted just off Rue Fehl Chidmi, is a luxurious experience in gorgeous surroundings. It has hammam rooms of different sizes so that it can accommodate couples and groups. A basic hammam costs Dh280, and there’s a wide menu of beauty treatments and massages. Afterwards, stretch out on a lounger in the conservatory-style relaxation room or on the sunny rooftop, which has the leafy Dar Justo restaurant and bar.

Hammam de la Rose on Rue Dar El Bacha is a softly lit, relaxing spot with calming music and entrancing aromas. Hammams start at Dh250 and use rose-scented body oil. This hammam offers many massage options, including with four hands and for couples, as well as a full range of beauty treatments.
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Beldi soap in hammam bowl | Picture Partners/Shutterstock ©


The Hammam Experience

The hammam ritual is an essential part of Moroccan culture. The water for the steam bath is heated over the same wood fire as the community oven, and local products are used: brown and gooey beldi soap made from olive pits, the exfoliating glove called a kessa and ghassoul, a clay mask for hair and skin. It’s customary to wear underpants or a bikini bottom.

For a do-it-yourself hammam, take your own kit to a public hammam and pay around Dh10 to enter. Otherwise, you can pay for towels, slippers, soap and an attendant to scrub you, apply the clay and massage you.

Public hammams are affordable, while specialist hammams charge more but offer more treatments.



WHERE TO STAY IN MOUASSINE & CENTRAL SOUQS

Riad El Zohar

Luxurious guesthouse with just five rooms and courtyard pool; known for its friendly service. €€

El Fenn

Whimsical, art-filled guesthouse with arresting decor. Great rooftop for sundowner drinks. €€€

Riad Le J

Italian designers and Marrakesh style with an art deco touch make this riad a perfect getaway. €€



KAAT BEN NAHID & BAB DEBBAGH

MONUMENTS, MUSEUMS AND TANNERIES


Along with Mouassine, Kaat Ben Nahid is the heart of the old medina, with tiny alleyways hiding 17th-century riads. It’s home to Musée de Marrakech, the Ben Youssef Mosque and its medersa (Quranic school). The mosque is one of the most important in Marrakesh, and the oldest, completed in 1132. The district’s several museums include the Maison de la Photographie with its old photos of Marrakesh.

Further east, the medina is simply home for local people going about their lives. Stalls selling clothes sit next to others hawking oranges, butchers’ shops, hole-in-the-wall restaurants with simmering tajines, and women making msemen (square-folded flatbread) on griddles. At Place El Moukef, men sit on the pavement with their tools, waiting to be offered work. At the eastern edge of the medina, skins are cured at the Bab Debbagh tanneries.
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TOP TIP

Access this area via Place Riad Laârous or Bab Debbagh for the tanneries. Head to the tanneries early in the morning, especially in summer, to avoid the worst of the smell.



Ben Youssef Medersa

MAGNIFICENT ARCHITECTURE

The Marinids, known for their dedication to the arts, were the first to build a medersa here in the 14th century. Today’s spectacular building was rebuilt in 1565 by the Saadian Sultan Abdallah Al Ghalib. It has been restored and reopened in April 2022. It was once the largest – and most important – medersa in Morocco before closing its doors in 1960. It attracted up to 800 students who studied the Quran, Islamic law, literature, history and science.

At the street entrance is a porch of muqarnas, decorative honeycomb-like plaster vaulting, and massive doors covered in carved bronze. From the entrance hall, pass through a mashrabiya (wooden lattice) door into the heart of the building – the central courtyard – where the decoration is sensational. The walls and columns are covered in zellige tilework topped by calligraphy and intricate stucco carving, crowned with carved cedarwood. The muqarna ceiling in the mihrab (prayer niche) is particularly beautiful. Look out for the Saadian-era pine cones and palms. In the centre of the marble floor is the water basin for ablutions.

On the 1st and 2nd floors are the 130 dorm rooms where the students lived. These rooms are arranged around small courtyards open to the sky, allowing plenty of light. The ablutions room is on the ground floor and has four marble columns and a domed ceiling over a central water basin and surrounding latrine rooms (today transformed into modern toilets for visitors).
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Ben Youssef Medersa | KADAGAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Ancient Moroccan Hydraulics

The courtyard pool lends an air of tranquillity, but it has a practical function for washing before prayer, an Islamic requirement. Notice how the narrow channel around the pool has constantly moving water supplied by a system of ancient hydraulics. Water is conveyed from the High Atlas Mountains via khettaras (underground channels) and kept moving by pipes at different levels. In the vestibule, part of this system has been revealed so you can see how it works.




FROM MOUNTAIN STREAMS TO MEDINAS

To see how water flows naturally throughout the building to keep the pools filled and ablutions facilities supplied, watch the CGI film at Le Jardin Secret in Mouassine or on its website.



Koubba

ALMORAVID WATERWORKS

Constructed in 1117, the rectangular Koubba Ba’adiyyin building with a domed roof is one of Morocco’s last examples of Almoravid architecture. It was rebuilt later, but it subsequently disappeared under the outbuildings of the Ben Youssef Mosque, only to be excavated in 1952. Decorations on the outside include horseshoe arches and stepped merlons. The dome covers a pool used for ablutions before prayer and outside the building, where khettaras supply latrines and drinking water taps. Inside, it’s richly decorated with floral patterns, calligraphy and exquisite muqarnas. Another rectangular building adjacent to the Koubba had three bays containing fountains that likely supplied the local population.
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Koubba | Ivan Soto Cobos/Shutterstock ©

Musée de Marrakech

CITY MUSEUM IN A PALACE

With its classic Andalusian architecture, Musée de Marrakech, formerly Palais Mnebhi, has a fascinating story. Once home to Mehdi Mnebhi, Morocco’s defence minister in the late 19th century, the palace was snatched by Thami El Glaoui while the minister was away serving as ambassador in Queen Victoria’s London. Glaoui got his comeuppance on Moroccan independence in 1956 when the state took it back. The palace became Marrakesh’s first girls’ school in 1965, and it’s been a museum since 1997. On display are artworks, weapons, embroidery and other traditional objects. It’s worth seeing the display of ceramics from Fez in the main room off the courtyard, but in general, signage is poor, and it’s looking tired. You’re really here for the palace itself, particularly the central courtyard with multiple columns, painted cedar archways, stained-glass windows, painted door panels and a riot of zellige, all overlooked by a truly enormous brass light fitting. The former kitchens are now home to temporary exhibitions, and the traditional hammam is worth a look, too.
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Koubba interior | Anibal Trejo/Shutterstock ©

MORE IN KAAT BEN NAHID & BAB DEBBAGH

Leatherworking at Bab Debbagh

THE MEDIEVAL INDUSTRY OF TANNING

Men have been up to their knees in lime, pigeon poo and other smelly substances at the Bab Debbagh tanneries since the late 11th century. Cow, camel and sheep skins are brought here to be cured in the vats of chemicals to remove the hair, softened so they can be cut and stitched, and dried in the sun. It’s a vast area of vats and smells pretty bad, but it’s interesting to see the men at work and a good photo opportunity. Unlike the Chaouara tanneries in Fez, the leather is not dyed here, so the vats are not vibrantly coloured.

You will be approached by sometimes aggressive men who offer to take you to the tanneries and others at the entrance who tell you that a guide must show you around. This pesky situation led to the Association of Tanners erecting a large sign at the entrance that says entry is free and you are not required to hire a guide. If you’re not sure you’ll be able to shake off these men, go in a group or with a registered guide organised through your accommodation.

Along Ave Bab Debbagh are a few smaller tanneries that you can enter. This street also has several leather shops, and in some of them, you can climb to the upper floors to look down on the tanneries. If you don’t buy anything, a small tip of around Dh20 is appreciated.

To access the tanneries by taxi, ask to be dropped off at the handsome Bab Debbagh gate or Place El Moukef.
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Bab Debbagh tanneries | Zaruba Ondrej/Shutterstock ©


Western Artists’ View of Morocco

Down Derb El Khamsi, a little side street off Rue Souq Ahl Fes, the Orientalist Museum showcases art by painters from all over the world who were entranced by the mysteries and light of Morocco. Artists include Eugène Delacroix, Jacques Majorelle, Henri Le Riche, Edy Legrand and Salvador Dalí. Set in a beautiful 17th-century house, the paintings are arranged over three floors, and there’s a rooftop cafe. The ground floor also houses ceramics from Fez and the Rif, jewellery, embroidery and carved wood.

This museum is connected with MACMA in Gueliz, and one ticket gets you into both museums at a reduced price.



WHERE TO STAY IN KAAT BEN NAHID & BAB DEBBAGH

Le Farnatchi

Ten gorgeous luxury suites, a spa and its own restaurant make this a top-notch choice. €€€

Riad Cinnamon

Beautifully decorated rooms, a pretty plunge pool and great views from the roof terrace. €€

Central House

A top hostel featuring a bar, pool and roof terrace with well-appointed dorms and private rooms. €

Arts & Culture at Dar Bellarj

SPECIAL DELIVERY AT THE HOUSE OF STORKS

A former stork hospital is now Marrakesh’s premier arts and cultural centre. A dream of the late Swiss Susanna Biedermann, the serene riad was restored and opened its doors in 1999. With her husband, Max Alioth, and assistant Maha El Madi, Biedermann launched Dar Bellarj (Darija for House of Storks), realised her dream and organised exhibitions at the centre open to artists and Marrakchis.

Themes have included architecture, traditional crafts, embroidery, colours and aromas of the medina. The idea is to go beyond a traditional museum by celebrating and promoting arts and crafts among local people so that they are valued and not lost. Although Biedermann died in 2007, the foundation continues. Each year sees another exhibition with themes around living culture combined with contemporary art. The women of the medina are encouraged to attend classes in language, calligraphy, theatre, music, song, cuisine, design and much more. Children also receive private lessons. During Ramadan, the foundation hosts evening music concerts in the central courtyard.

As a nonprofit organisation, entry is usually free, though there’s a charge for some events. Check the website (darbellarj-fondation.com) for the latest events and exhibitions.
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Dar Bellarj | Gimas/Shutterstock ©


Football Clinic

One of the most interesting uses of the leather produced here can be seen at La Clinique du Ballon at 68 Ave Bab Debbagh. Kamal Boutenkar makes footballs and rugby balls entirely by hand from the best leather and even restores old footballs used in high-profile matches. Don’t miss a chat with Kamal to see his technique and tools.



WHERE TO EAT IN KAAT BEN NAHID & BAB DEBBAGH

Le Trou Au Mur

Unusual Moroccan dishes and fusion cuisine at this laid-back restaurant. Good service. €€€

L’Mida

Push open the carved, studded door for a delicious contemporary take on Moroccan cuisine. €€

Atay Cafe

Good Moroccan cuisine on a chic rooftop with excellent views. €

Morocco in Photos

PICTURESQUE HISTORY AT MAISON DE LA PHOTOGRAPHIE

Wonderful photographs of Marrakesh and the rest of Morocco can be found over three floors at this large house on Rue Bin Lafnadek near Ben Youssef Medersa. Hamid Mergani and Patrick Manac’h opened this private museum in 2009 when they realised they were both collecting old photographs, and the museum showcases the diversity of Morocco from the early period of photography in the 1870s until 1960. Its 10,000 items include photographs, glass plates, postcards, newspapers, cards and documentaries.

The ground-floor courtyard and salons are devoted to portraiture, while one salon shows the gallery’s oldest photos: images of Tangier taken between 1870 and 1900.

On the 2nd floor are collections and a different exhibition every month. Don’t miss the 1920s photos of Djemaa El Fna and Marrakesh’s ramparts, with only empty desert stretching beyond. There’s also a photo of the month; our favourite is the 1932 billiards champion of France, Princess Yasmina of Ouazzane.

As you climb the stairs to the rooftop terrace, pop into the small room to watch French photographer Daniel Chicault’s famous Landscapes and Faces of the High Atlas. Shot in 1957, the film is a fascinating view of rural life and was the first colour documentary made in Morocco. Also on this floor is the autochromes dark room, displaying the only colour photographs in the gallery.

The rooftop has a cafe, and a shop on the ground floor sells digital prints made from the originals or negatives found in the museum.


Where the Stories Unfold

The four-day Marrakech International Storytelling Festival takes place in February in venues across Marrakesh, including Djemaa El Fna, Musée de la Musique, Dar Bellarj, Cafe Clock and the World Storytelling Café. Storytellers from across the world descend on the city to spin their yarns, encourage young Moroccan storytellers and inspire people of all ages. You can also watch the storytellers online (worldstorytellingcafe.com). Richard Hamilton’s book The Last Storytellers – Tales from the Heart of Morocco sets the scene.



WHERE TO SHOP IN KAAT BEN NAHID & BAB DEBBAGH

Bennouna Faissal

High-quality, fixed-price scarves in cotton, silk and linen.

Fibre Trip

More scarves in the softest wool next to Bennouna Faissal. Watch the weaver working his loom.

La Qoubba Galerie d’Art

Top contemporary art gallery on Souq Laksour featuring mostly Moroccan artists.

Storytelling: Oral Culture

HERITAGE OF HUMANITY

Djemaa El Fna was once full of storytellers. Throngs of people would gather to hear ancient folk tales every time they went to the square. The stories were educational, often with a moral to be learned, and gave the audience values and guidance, at the same time as being entertaining. So important was this aspect of Moroccan culture that Unesco declared Djemaa El Fna and its storytellers the first Masterpiece of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity. But the storytellers have since died, and the tradition was nearly lost.

Cafe Clock came to the rescue in 2014 by supporting one of the last storytellers to train young volunteers in this dying art, and they perform twice a week to keep the practice going and to perfect their English.

Mike and Lucie Wood, owners of riads in Marrakesh, were similarly inspired, and in 2019 they restored a medina house to open the World Storytelling Café. It’s a welcoming space where visitors can learn about this essential component of Moroccan culture and watch storytelling performances held regularly. It provides story-writing and performance opportunities for local students and has attracted storytellers from around the world. A library of folk tales has also been established.

The cafe, located at 93 Souq Ahl Fes, serves a 100% vegan menu that features reasonably priced soups, tapas and main dishes, such as nut and seed burgers and bell peppers stuffed with savoury rice, as well as drinks and delicious smoothies.
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Stork, Badi Palace | Nabeel Sheikh/Shutterstock ©


STORK SEASON

Storks arrive in Morocco in September and stay until spring. Their nests are large and made of sticks. You can see them on pylons, minarets and atop the ruined walls of Badi Palace – get a good view from cafe rooftops on Place des Ferblantiers. In Arabic, they’re called laq-laq after the sound they make with their long beaks, Moroccans celebrate the storks’ arrival as a sign of the end of winter, and they bring good luck. They’re considered holy birds, and it’s forbidden to disturb them.



WHERE TO BUY LEATHER GOODS IN KAAT BEN NAHID & BAB DEBBAGH

Place Vendôme

Sells top-quality leather bags and clothing on Blvd Mohammed V in the Ville Nouvelle.

33 Rue Majorelle

Find stylish bags at this designer shop on Ave Yves Saint Laurent near Majorelle Garden.

Galerie des Tanneurs

Large range of shoes, bags and clothing on Blvd Moulay Rachid in the Ville Nouvelle.



KASBAH & MELLAH

ROYAL PALACES AND THE OLD JEWISH QUARTER


When the Almoravids founded Marrakesh in 1062, they set up camp in the Kasbah area. A kasbah is a fortress built to protect warmongering sultans. The Royal Palace is still here, along with Badi Palace, the Bahia Palace and large riads for wealthy courtiers. Sultans were buried in the nearby Saadian Tombs. It’s a 20-minute walk from Djemaa El Fna or take a taxi to Bab Ksiba.

In the mid-1550s, Sultan Abdallah Al Ghalib moved the Jewish population to the Mellah, next to the kasbah. Several synagogues were built, and the oldest, Lazama, is still in use, as is the adjacent Jewish cemetery. Nearby is palm-fringed Place des Ferblantiers, full of spice shops and a few of the metalworkers it once housed.

The magnificent gate of Bab Agnaou gives access to the pretty area around Moulay El Yazid Mosque. Altogether, it’s a relaxed, mellow area to wander without hordes of tourists.
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Saadian Tombs | Ana del Castillo/Shutterstock ©
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TOP TIP

The Mellah is a 10-minute walk from Djemaa El Fna down Rue Zitoun El Jdid or El Kedim, while the Kasbah area is a little further. Instead of walking, you can take a horse-drawn calèche from the stand next to the Arset El Bilk gardens, just off Djemaa El Fna.



Bahia Palace

FROM SLAVE TO SULTAN’S AIDE

Aptly named (Bahia means beautiful), this glorious palace covers 8000 sq metres and is exquisitely decorated. Grand Vizier Si Moussa, a former slave who became one of Sultan Hassan I’s most important aides, built the first part, the Grand Riad, in the 1860s. Later, his son, Bou Ahmed, became Grand Vizier in 1894 and expanded the palace, adding the Petit Riad. When the French took power in 1912, Resident-General Hubert Lyautey used the private apartments of the Petit Riad, adding electricity and heating.

The Grand Riad’s salon is richly embellished with carved cedarwood lintels, magnificent zouak (painted wood) ceilings and stained glass. Closest to the entrance, the smaller, single-storey Petit Riad has elaborately carved plasterwork on the walls, inscribed with verses from the Quran. Bou Ahmed also added the riad gardens and courtyards. His brother, Saïd, built his own riad nearby: Dar Si Saïd, now a carpet museum. King Mohamed VI still sometimes uses Bahia Palace for state occasions.

The courtyard covers around 1500 sq metres and is what usually features in photographs of the palace. The floor is of Italian Carrara marble and surrounded by a covered walkway lined with columns decorated with trellis work and beautiful zellige. When Bou Ahmed became Grand Vizier in 1894 and expanded the palace, the rooms around the courtyard were converted into a harem for his four wives and 24 concubines.
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Bahia Palace | casa.da.photo/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIPS FOR VISITING BAHIA PALACE

Tour groups arrive throughout the day, so come at opening or in the late afternoon if you can. Leave plenty of time to admire the site so that you can pause and wait for groups to dissipate – large tours can overrun whole rooms. The palm-shaded entry garden is a great place to stop for a minute and get your bearings before heading back onto the street. Taxis can drop you off next to the palace entry, or it’s a 15-minute walk down Rue Riad Zitoun El Jdid from Djemaa El Fna.



Lazama Synagogue

JEWISH HISTORY IN MARRAKESH

Tucked down Rue Talmoud Torah, Lazama Synagogue (Slat El Azama) was built by Jews expelled from Spain in 1492, though today’s building is more recent. Most Jews already in Morocco at that time lived in the High Atlas. The city community was augmented in the 16th century when Marranos from Spain and Portugal wanted to return to their Jewish faith and came to Marrakesh to do so. The community grew further when the sultan ordered all Jews – about 30,000 people – to move to the Mellah (Jewish quarter) and again in the 19th century when Jews from the mountains came to the city. The courtyard, prettily tiled in blue and white zellige, served as a yeshiva (school) with 400 students.

The medina once had 35 synagogues, and Lazama is still used today as a place of worship for the fewer than 150 Jews of Marrakesh. It has a small museum of embroidered velvet clothes, books and photos that details the experience and lives of the Jewish community in the city.

Saadian Tombs

GARDEN CEMETERY

A small archway on the south side of Moulay El Yazid Mosque leads to this most remarkably decorated Saadian necropolis. Sultan Al Mansur, known as the ‘golden king’, transformed an existing burial site into this lavish complex in the 16th century. The site is a large garden cemetery with two sets of buildings enclosed by the city walls and the mosque. The late afternoon is good for photography when the marble takes on a golden hue in the light.

From the entrance, the main Chamber of 12 Pillars is to the left and usually has a queue of people. You can only look through an arched viewing window, though there are plans to improve this. Al Mansur is buried in the centre of the room, surrounded by his son, wife, other sultans and lesser members of the dynasty. This room has elaborate zellige, superb muqarnas and a cupola ceiling supported by 12 Carrara marble pillars. On the right is the Chamber of the Mihrab with its stunning carved plaster and ornate ceilings. To the left of the Chamber of 12 Pillars is the Chamber of the Three Niches, with slightly less elaborate ceilings but walls covered in carvings. Both are full of burial sites.


CHAMBER OF LALLA MASSOUDA

Across the garden, also full of graves, in the Saadian Tombs complex is the oldest of the mausoleums, erected in 1557 for Al Mansour’s mother, Lalla Massouda. She is buried in a single tomb in a niche at the back. The rest of the graves belong to her court. The domed ceiling is covered in intricate muqarnas that still have vestiges of blue and gold. The walls are made of carved plaster and zellige with a frieze of Arabic inscriptions.



El Miaara Jewish Cemetery

RESTING IN PEACE

El Miaara Jewish Cemetery lies on the edge of the Mellah, the old Jewish quarter. Inside the walls is a vast space – the largest in Morocco – and some 17 tzaddikim (spiritual leaders) are buried here. This peaceful and tranquil place has row after row of white gravestones, and people come from all over the world to visit buried family members. The website cimetierejuifmarrakech.com (in French only) is helpful in finding them. When visiting, men are given a yarmulke to wear, and it’s customary to wash your hands at the fountain before leaving.

[image: shutterstock_88311607jpg]

El Miaara Jewish Cemetery | gilya/Shutterstock ©

Badi Palace

SPECTACULAR RUIN

To celebrate his victory at the Battle of the Three Kings against the Portuguese in 1578, Sultan Al Mansur built this monumental palace. The name Badi means incomparable, and in extravagance, it certainly was. It’s said to have more than 300 rooms, and Al Mansur embellished it with gold, onyx, crystal and turquoise, treasures brought along the trans-Saharan trade routes from countries to the south. In the early 17th century, the despotic Sultan Moulay Ismail raided it for his own palace in the new capital of Meknes.

Today the palace is in ruins, but it’s interesting to see the scale of it. The enormous central courtyard with its four sunken gardens arranged around water channels and fountains gives you an idea of its extent. From the entrance at the palace gatehouse, you can descend to the dungeons where the sultan kept his prisoners. You can also climb up onto the walls of the palace for wonderful views. In an exhibition room on the far eastern wall, a CGI film shows what the palace once looked like.
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Badi Palace | MILOSK50/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Koutoubia Minbar

The masterpiece minbar of Koutoubia Mosque, made in Cordoba in 1157 and signed by a craftsman called Aziz, is on display in the exhibition space at Badi Palace. Made of cedar and other types of wood, with inlays of bone painted green and carved and gilded ivory, it is almost 4m tall and 3.5m long. It’s decorated with geometric designs and floral arabesques, with Kufic inscriptions from the Quran. It was used until the 1950s, when it was moved to Badi Palace for safekeeping.



MORE IN KASBAH & MELLAH

Culture & Coffee at Cafe Clock

A LIVELY HANGOUT

Launched in 2014 following the success of the original Cafe Clock in Fez, Marrakesh’s branch is a large, airy place with friendly staff and an arty vibe. It spreads over the ground floor and two levels of roof terrace – the top one has views of the Atlas Mountains.

The menu has Moroccan favourites, Mediterranean dishes, great coffee and smoothies, and the famous camel burger comes highly recommended.

But what makes this cafe stand out is its purpose and ethical business model. The diversity of Moroccan culture is featured through music, storytelling, art and food. Local Marrakchis frequent the cafe as much as visitors. Take a cooking class, learn Arabic calligraphy or try playing the oud (lute). During the Moroccan Culture 101 workshop, a local teaches you useful Moroccan phrases, gestures, mealtime etiquette and essential customs.

The cafe puts on live music most nights. On Saturdays, it’s the women’s band Houriyat, and a gnaoua group performs at the Sunday Sunset Concerts.

Thursday nights bring a storytelling session in Arabic and English. Cafe Clock was the first to recognise that the art of hikayat (oral storytelling) was fast disappearing in Morocco and launched a programme to train young people as storytellers who learn under Master Azalyia. Find the full programme of events online (cafeclock.com).

With Dh10 from every camel burger sold going to supporting causes such as the Moroccan International Women’s Association and local families at the festival of Eid, Cafe Clock is a force for good in the community.

Find Cafe Clock on Derb Chtouka, close to Bab Ksiba in the Kasbah.
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Oud player | NAYEF HAMMOURI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


I LIVE HERE: MEDINA MEETINGS
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Omar Chouiyakh, an expert registered guide and tour manager  @moroccobyomar

One of the best things about my job is meeting interesting characters when I take tourists through the medina. There’s Si Mohamed, who’s a farnatchi (person who tends the hammam fire) and takes in tanjias to be cooked in the coals. By night, he is a gnaoua musician. My friend Si Ahmed is another. He works at Haddadine, the ironmongers’ souq, and has stories to tell about Marrakesh passed on by his father, grandfather and great-grandfather. They all worked at Haddadine and made pieces for Bahia Palace in the late 19th century and for Jacques Majorelle’s house around 1930.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE KASBAH & MELLAH

Riad Noos Noos

Pretty colours and a stork-level rooftop in the Mellah make this a good choice. €€

Riad Azoulay

Stylish luxury rooms in the Mellah feature art produced by former residents. €€

Riad Dar Anika

Overlooking Place des Ferblantiers, this elegant riad has a restaurant, pool and spa. €€€

Palm-Fringed Place des Ferblantiers

A DELIGHTFUL SQUARE

This lovely square was once home to tinsmiths, which gave it its name. It still has a few shops where metalworkers make lanterns, lampshades, bathroom basins and interesting metal art. Many shops now sell spices and natural remedies, making this a good place for stocking up on rosewater, argan oil and saffron. Concept Bohem specialises in homeware and sells baskets, bags, raffia placemats, macrame and crochet items, light fittings, mirrors and fabrics.

Restaurants surround the square, and chairs and tables spill out, so have a rest between the shops and museums of the streets leading south from Djemaa El Fna and the sights in the Mellah. Perfect for breakfast is Chez Taib, where batbout is cooked on a griddle in front of you and served with olive oil, cheese and honey. It’s delicious with mint tea or coffee. Chez Kamal & Brahim at No 12 has the usual tajines and also a busy grill opening onto the street behind – the kefta (meatballs) are excellent. Sit down at the green zellige tables of Mazel Streetfood Coffee for pita and falafels or a vegetarian quinoa bowl and speciality coffee. In one corner is Kosybar with its coffee bar, restaurant, spa and rooftop terrace, a great place for a glass of wine as the sun sets over the medina.

Place des Ferblantiers is in the Mellah around the corner from Bahia Palace and close to the Lazama Synagogue.
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Place des Ferblantiers | Jimenezar/Shutterstock ©


GENERAL LYAUTEY & THE FRENCH PROTECTORATE

General Louis Hubert Gonzalve Lyautey was appointed resident-general when Morocco became a French Protectorate in 1912. His remit was to pacify the warring tribes and bring them under the control of their sultan. He believed in the ‘civilising power of colonialism’ and is known as the builder of Morocco. He brought in architect Henri Prost and designed the ‘new city’ areas (Ville Nouvelle) of Casablanca, Rabat and Marrakesh, leaving the medinas to the Moroccans. He constructed ports, railways, schools and hospitals, and was interested in attracting tourists, particularly to Marrakesh. For his trips to the city, he had apartments in the Petit Riad at the Bahia Palace, where he installed electricity and central heating.



WHERE TO HAVE A HAMMAM IN THE KASBAH & MELLAH

La Sultana

For a total splurge, head to this sumptuous riad hotel near the Saadian Tombs.

Kosyspa

Part of Kosybar, this spot offers hammams, massages, facials and manicures.

Hammam Ziani

A traditional hammam with separate spaces for men and women at affordable prices.

A Taste of Musée d’Art Culinaire Marocain

DEEP DIVE INTO THE CULINARY ARTS

To see how couscous is rolled by hand, how argan nuts are crushed and the oil extracted and how to properly make Moroccan mint tea, head to the Moroccan Culinary Arts Museum in Rue Zitoun El Jdid near the Bahia Palace.

Set in a superbly restored 18th-century noble family’s riad with two beautiful courtyards, the museum takes over three floors and covers all types of local cuisine, from soups to pastries and street food. Displays give detail on spices and herbs, Jewish cuisine, tableware and kitchen utensils. Learn about khlii, preserved lemons and cooking in a tajine over coals in a terracotta kanun (brazier). Watch rosewater or orange flower water being distilled or the art of baking traditional bread. Sample delicately spiced coffee or mint tea with pastries on the rooftop in the Tea Time Salon or have lunch in Les Terrasses du Musée to sample the delicacies whipped up by the dadas (female cooks).

The museum also has a shop where you can buy beautifully embroidered tablecloths, tajines and products such as preserved lemons, teas, oils and spices. Cooking lessons are offered in a state-of-the-art classroom. Tickets can be booked online.


BEST SPICES & HERBS TO BUY IN MOROCCO

Saffron

Taliouine in the Anti-Atlas near Taroudant is the centre of Moroccan saffron production.

Ras El Hanout

A mixture of many spices; merchants make their own blends for use in tajines and rubs.

Dried Rosebuds & Rosewater

Crush buds with other aromatics to make a rub. Use rosewater in biscuits or add to cream.

Cumin

Grind the seeds to sprinkle on eggs and roast lamb. Cumin from Alnif is best.



WHERE TO LEARN TO COOK MOROCCAN STYLE

Faim d’Epices

Fun cooking classes on a farm outside Marrakesh with an accent on spices; transport provided.

La Maison Arabe

Excellent dedicated cooking schools in the medina and the countryside; offers a one-hour express class.

Cafe Clock

Conjure up a three-course meal or try your hand at patisserie and bread.

Glittering Gems at Monde des Arts de la Parure

SHOWSTOPPING JEWELLERY

Step over the moat into this impressive museum and prepare to be awestruck by the superb displays of jewellery, saddlery, adornments, textiles and ceremonial garments from around the world. Nearly 3000 pieces from more than 50 countries are professionally curated, expertly lit and, in a first for a Moroccan museum, each display carries a QR code to scan so that all is explained in English and French on your phone. What you see is about half the treasures collated by passionate collectors Marlene and Paolo Ponce-Gallone and amassed over decades.

Look out for the exquisitely bejewelled Albanian reliquary pectoral cross, the enamelled Tuareg fibulae set with carnelians and the 19th-century garnet-coloured velvet caftan from Rabat embroidered in gold.

Once two riads, the museum has been completely rebuilt using traditional bricks and cedarwood lintels. The hexagonal central halka (ceiling aperture) surrounded by black-painted mashrabiya is extraordinary. There’s a rooftop restaurant, as well as a gift and bookshop. Entrance costs a hefty Dh100 (free for children under 12), but once you’re inside, you can see that it’s good value. Tickets can be booked online, and guided tours are available. The museum is closed on Mondays.
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Saffron-producing crocus | ISABEL2016/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST RESTAURANTS IN THE KASBAH & MELLAH

Zeitoun Café

Tucked into a corner opposite Moulay El Yazid Mosque, Zeitoun Café serves good Moroccan fare. Get the khlii and eggs for breakfast, or the camel tajine. €€

Kasbah Café

Try one of the giant pizzas from this rooftop perch opposite the Saadian Tombs. The ground floor is a shady spot on a hot day. €

Les Jardins de la Medina

Indulge in lunch in the garden or dinner in the elegant restaurant at this palace hotel. €€€



BEST PALACE HOTELS TO VISIT IN THE MEDINA

La Mamounia

The top-end hammam is open to non-guests, as are the restaurants and bars. Sunday brunch is legendary.

Les Jardins de la Medina

Book a day pass for lunch and pool access or a relaxation day with lunch, pool and massage.

Royal Mansour

Welcomes non-guests to the opulent restaurants and spa and for a walk in the serene gardens.



BAB DOUKKALA & RIAD LAÂROUS

MELLOW MEDINA LIFE


As soon as you arrive at Bab Doukkala, you can see it’s a local area with few tourists. Go through the gate and you’re in a wide square revealing everyday Marrakchi life: oranges and breakfast patisserie piled high on carts, a fried fish place and plenty of butchers.

The important 16th-century Bab Doukkala Mosque has been well restored. Just south of its fountain, look for cooks making warqa (filo-like pastry). Watch how they pat the ball of dough onto the searing hot plate to create gossamer-thin pastry sheets used for bastilla.

This district has several upmarket riad guesthouses, quiet and away from the crowds. Museums include the delightful Musée du Parfum in Riad Laârous and Riad Kniza in Bab Doukkala. To the north is the fascinating flea market of Souq El Khemis.
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Bab Doukkala mosque | Jaroslav A. Polak/Shutterstock ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Bab Doukkala

2City Walls

SIGHTS

3Riad Kniza Musée & Galerie

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4Flow Yoga Studio

5La Maison Arabe

6Pikala Bikes

SLEEPING

7L’Hôtel Marrakech

8Riad Dar Sara

9Riad Lamdina

EATING

10Zaman Food

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

11Pikala Cafe

SHOPPING

12Soufiane Zarib

13Studio Augustine




TOP TIP

Car access in this area is good. Dar El Bacha on Rue Dar El Glaoui is a convenient taxi drop-off point. You can then head northwest up Rue Fatima Zahra for Bab Doukkala or north up Rue El Glaoui for Riad Laârous. Alternatively, take bus 1 from Djemaa El Fna to Place Bab Doukkala.



Bab Doukkala

A MONUMENTAL GATE

Bab Doukkala is the main gate to the northwestern part of the medina, but you don’t just walk through it – you enter, turn right and then turn again to emerge into the street inside the medina. This bottleneck offered greater defence and meant that visitors couldn’t escape paying a toll to the tax collector inside the gate.

Bab Doukkala was erected around 1126, named for the Amazigh Doukkala tribe from the plains between Marrakesh and Casablanca, who traditionally entered the city through this gate. It’s a fairly plain building with an arched doorway and massive wooden doors.
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Bab Doukkala | Robson90/Shutterstock ©

City Walls

RAMPARTS OF RED EARTH

The Almoravid dynasty founded Marrakesh in 1070. About 50 years later, they started building walls around the city. The Almohads, the Saadians and every dynasty since continued construction as the city expanded to include new areas that had to be protected.

The earthen ramparts are 6m to 8m high, with a bastion every 25m to 30m. Up to 2m thick, they were originally topped with a wall walk and crenellations.

They are made of rammed earth, known as pisé, with some lime for strength. You might hear that the holes in the walls are for nesting birds, but in fact they were made by scaffolding used in the building process. Originally the massive wooden gates at each entrance were closed at night. Today, 19 gates encircle the city, many with newer archways to allow for easier road access. Along Route des Remparts on the eastern side of the medina, a path lined with rose gardens and benches runs alongside the walls.

MORE IN BAB DOUKKALA & RIAD LAâROUS

Intriguing Scents at Musée du Parfum

COMING UP ROSES

Musée du Parfum, just off Diour Saboun in Riad Laârous, is housed in a delightful 19th-century riad with citrus trees in the small courtyard, restored by the perfumer Abderrazzak Benchaabane.

On each floor, the rooms around the courtyard tell the story of the manufacture of perfume. Morocco is best known for its damascene roses from the High Atlas, and a large copper still used for making the essential oil is on display. One room is dedicated to perfumes made from spices such as vanilla, tonka bean and star anise, while another tells all about the argan nut and how the oil is extracted. Thousands of contemporary perfume bottles are on display. Don’t miss the orgue à parfums, a curved cabinet with shelves holding hundreds of bottles of aromas from which professionals make their perfumes.

At the perfume bar, you can smell anything that takes your fancy: perhaps oud from Thailand, ylang-ylang from Madagascar or frankincense from Somalia. With the help of an assistant, you can spend an hour creating your own eau de toilette at the perfume bar, order a bespoke perfume or take part in a perfume workshop.
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Dried flowers, Marrakesh | ELENA MOISEEVA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


ADMIRING ANTIQUES

Riad Kniza Musée & Galerie owner Si Mohammed has a superb collection of Moroccan antiques on display opposite his guesthouse, Riad Kniza, just off Rue Bab Doukkala. On the ground floor is a wonderful shop with jewellery, carpets, cushions, ceramics and Amazigh tent pegs, as well as his daughter Kniza’s designer clothing. Upstairs on the 1st floor is the museum, divided into rural and urban culture and displaying High Atlas carpets, tribal jewellery and clothing, 17th-century ceramics from Fez and a remarkable collection of Amazigh sugar hammers.



WHERE TO STAY IN BAB DOUKKALA & RIAD LAâROUS

Riad Lamdina

Comfortable, stylish riad in cool whites with touches of terracotta and green. €€

Riad Dar Sara

Relax in the pool and spa at this elegantly decorated leafy riad. €€

L’Hôtel Marrakech

Five sumptuous suites with an accent on design, luxury and good food. €€€

Get Active in Marrakesh

YOGA AND CYCLING

Take it gently with a Slow Flow class, a mixture of vinyasa and hatha yoga, or try a smooth Vinyasa Flow session at the Flow Yoga Studio at Riad BE in Bab Doukkala. For something more energetic, the powerful Detox Flow or Power Flow classes bring stamina and strength. When it’s not too hot, classes take place on the rooftop. Three- and five-day retreats are available. Make a booking at contact@theflowyogastudio.com.

Drop into a yoga class at Dar Anis Yoga Studio, just off Rue Fatima Zahra. Classes change weekly, so check what’s happening during your visit online (marrakechyogastudio.com). It’s a blissful spot to practise yoga in the large courtyard under the orange trees. Owner Stefanie also offers sound bath meditations, and SoundMoves Restorative yoga, and organises retreats in Marrakesh and elsewhere in Morocco. Her half-day Wellness Retreat, which includes a yoga session, vegetarian lunch and a one-hour relaxing massage, always sets you back on track. Book in advance for the vegan cafe, cooking workshops and calligraphy classes.

In a prominent spot on Place Riad Laârous, Pikala Bikes is a nonprofit community project aiming to get young Marrakchis to ditch motorbikes in favour of good old-fashioned cycling, and you can contribute by using Pikala’s services. Hire a bike and set off into the medina, around the ramparts or to the Ville Nouvelle. Pikala has ordinary bikes, cargo bikes, tandems, off-road bikes and six-seater conference bikes that come with a guide. The company will even deliver to your riad. Group cycling tours depart from Riad Laârous most mornings at 9.30am and include a backstreet tea break and interesting cultural insights. Further afield, tours go to the Palmeraie and visit the Water Museum.
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Cycling, Djemaa El Fna | Sulo Letta/Shutterstock ©


VINTAGE MOTORBIKE & SIDECAR TRIPS

Hop aboard a classic motorbike and sidecar supplied by company Insiders to discover Marrakesh and the surrounding countryside in a completely different way. The exciting rides range from 1½ hours through the art deco charms of Gueliz in the Ville Nouvelle, the Kasbah and Mellah in the medina or to the palm groves outside the city. Opt for a six-hour ride to the desert-like region of Agafay or a full 10 hours into the High Atlas Mountains. Expect to spend 70% of your time on the bike and 30% exploring on foot. Helmets, rainproof gear, drinks and the driver/guide are provided.



WHERE TO EAT IN BAB DOUKKALA & RIAD LAâROUS

Pikala Cafe

An emphasis on healthy food with plenty for vegetarians; hire a bike for a 30% discount. €€

Dar Zellij

Dine on superb Moroccan cuisine at this romantic, rose-petal-strewn restaurant. €€€

Zaman Food

Reasonably priced Moroccan favourites and good breakfasts next to Doukkala Mosque. €



CYCLING TOUR: SEEING THE MEDINA SIGHTS
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This scenic route over 8.5km takes about two hours. Lock up your bike for long stops. Starting from 1 Pikala Bikes, head south along Ave El Glaoui until you reach Dar El Bacha, turn left and then right into Rue Mouassine to the wide square with 2 Mouassine Mosque and Hammam. Turn right and then left into Rue Fehl Chidmi and continue to 3 Djemaa El Fna, where you can take a break with a fruit juice.

Continue your ride along Rue Moulay Ismail with the post office on your left and the little park of Arset El Bilk on your right. Continue straight across the junction and then turn right and right again to visit 4 Koutoubia Mosque. (Note that cycling in the gardens is prohibited.) Retrace your steps and get on the roundabout with Hotel Tazi opposite, turn right and continue to 5 Place des Ferblantiers. Continue northeast on Rue Bahia Bab Mellah, stopping at 6 Bahia Palace. Turn right into Derb Manchoura and  7 Lazama Synagogue is in front of you. Continue in this direction (the road does a loop, but follow it), riding past the 8 El Miaara Jewish Cemetery.

At the end of the cemetery wall, turn left into Rue Ba Ahmad, bear right on Rue Tachenbacht, turn right into Rue Sidi Soussane and follow it to 9 Bab Debbagh and the tanneries. Turn left on Rue Bab El Debbagh and continue west into Kaat Ben Nahid, past 10 Maison de la Photographie, 11 Ben Youssef Medersa and  12 Dar Bellarj. At the Sarah Maj boutique, turn right along Rue Sidi Abd El Aziz to Place Riad Laârous and back to your starting point.



Browse Souq El Khemis

THE ULTIMATE FLEA MARKET

At the northern tip of the medina, Souq El Khemis is a vast market selling just about anything you can think of. Whole streets are devoted to just one trade, such as the ironmongers whose welding tools send showers of sparks across the pavement, or the sellers of just one item, such as previously owned motorbikes, secondhand shoes, electrical cords, plugs and old kitchen implements. Veiled women spread their goods on the pavement, perhaps children’s clothes, used jam jars or old blankets. Some products are new: terracotta tajines, tanjia pots and kanuns. They are piled high, one on top of the other.

It’s a far cry from the smart international boutiques of Gueliz, yet it’s popular and packed, especially on Thursdays and Sundays when most traders are there (it’s closed on Fridays). The most interesting group of shops is on the eastern side of the market, the Moroccan Doors Market. If ever you need to furnish a riad, this is where you come to find ancient doors that once graced a palace courtyard, painted or varnished, each with a massive wrought-iron zikroun (bolt), knocker, stylised hand of Fatima motifs and studs. Or perhaps you’ll find smaller carved grain store doors from the far south. There are painted wooden chests from the Rif, carved cabinets and cupboards. Not only is this market the place to pick up vintage items, antiques or junk you can turn into treasure, but it’s also a fascinating slice of Moroccan life to explore.
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Souq El Khemis | Maleo Photography/Shutterstock ©


A DROP TO DRINK

Chrab means ‘to drink’ and chouf ‘to look’, so while people drink at the Unesco-listed 16th-century Chrab wa Chouf Fountain, they should also look and admire it. It’s near the Ben Youssef Medersa but not easy to spot. Unlike many fountains, there’s no zellige, and the water supply is a simple tap. However, the cedarwood lintel and surrounds are magnificently carved with arabesques, muqarnas and calligraphy, urging you to look and behold. Underground channels supply water to the fountain in the same fashion as at mosques, Ben Youssef Medersa and Le Jardin Secret.



WHERE TO SHOP IN BAB DOUKKALA & RIAD LAâROUS

Studio Augustine

Be inspired by art, home decor, linens, vintage objects and more at this designer store.

Riad Kniza Musée & Galerie

Wide range of good-quality Berber silver jewellery and artisanal products.

Soufiane Zarib

Stylish, top-quality rugs and home decor; knock to enter.



GUELIZ & VILLE NOUVELLE

MODERN GALLERIES, TOP RESTAURANTS AND GARDENS


If the medina is medieval madness, Gueliz is all about glamour with a touch of 1930s style. The heart of Marrakesh’s Ville Nouvelle has wide boulevards, plenty of parks and stylish apartment blocks, but the original French art deco villas, hotels and cinemas are fast disappearing to make way for modern buildings. This district has numerous galleries and superb restaurants. The biggest attractions are the Jardin Majorelle and Musée Yves Saint Laurent Marrakech, which lie just northeast of Gueliz.

On the city’s northern edge is the Sidi Ghanem zone of designer outlets. Further north is the Palmeraie, palm groves dotted with art museums, while to the south are country clubs. To reach Gueliz, walk from the medina in about 30 minutes or take Bus 1 from Arset El Bilk near Djemaa El Fna. A petit taxi costs around Dh15.
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Jardin 16 Novembre, Gueliz | Tupungato/Shutterstock ©
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HIGHLIGHTS
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TOP TIP

Keep an eye out for French-constructed art deco buildings from the Protectorate years (1912–56). Comptoir des Mines, Le Grand Café de la Poste, Le Colisée Cinema and nearby Café des Négociants are good examples and have gorgeous interiors.



1-54 Art Fair

CONTEMPORARY AFRICAN ART FAIR

Founded by Touria El Glaoui, 1-54 is the only international art fair dedicated to contemporary art from Africa and its diaspora. Its name refers to the 54 countries in Africa. The fair happens three times per year in London, New York and Marrakesh, with a pop-up in Paris. It has become a leading voice in African modern and contemporary art across the world. In Marrakesh, more than 60 artists are represented by around 20 galleries showcasing painting, sculpture, mixed media and installation. Artist residencies and other events are held around the fair, which takes place at La Mamounia hotel.
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Visitors to 1-54 Art Fair arriving at La Mamounia | Ayoub Essafi ©


Café Le Studio

The museum’s cafe is named for Yves Saint Laurent’s workspace at 5 Ave Monceau in Paris and is decorated with some of his fashion sketches. With accents of yellow, it’s a light, bright space that spills into a courtyard with plants and a cool blue pool. The chef uses ingredients sourced from the Marrakesh region and produce from the organic farmers market at the Jardin Majorelle on Saturday mornings.



Musée Yves Saint Laurent Marrakech

PAYING HOMAGE TO A FASHION ICON

Opened in 2017 in homage to the fashion designer who so loved Marrakech, the Musée Yves Saint Laurent Marrakech has won awards for its architecture. The curved and straight lines of the building, designed by Studio KO, are reminiscent of a drape of fabric, while the brickwork of the facade reflects warp and weft. Inside this magical museum is a superb exhibition of Yves Saint Laurent’s clothes and accessories, along with photographs and fashion drawings. Essential pieces, such as the Mondrian dress, ‘Le Smoking’ tuxedo and the Pea Coat, are here, along with spectacular evening gowns and day wear. Behind the scenes, other garments are painstakingly conserved. The collection is the property of the Fondation Pierre Bergé–Yves Saint Laurent and is also exhibited at the Musée Yves Saint Laurent in Paris.

Temporary art exhibitions are put on in a separate gallery and change every few months. The Pierre Bergé Auditorium screens films, hosts recitals and live broadcasts from L’Opera de Paris, and is a venue for the Marrakech International Film Festival every November. In the theatre lobby are Yves Saint Laurent’s fashion illustrations for the plays and films he worked on. A research library is available to scholars by appointment and contains books on the Amazigh people, Moroccan history, traditional arts, gardens, botany and landscaping.

The museum’s bookstore, reminiscent of YSL’s first ready-to-wear boutique in Paris, carries books about fashion, art, history, gardens and design, as well as posters and YSL’s LOVE postcards, jewellery and accessories.
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Musée Yves Saint Laurent Marrakech | Palephotography/Shutterstock ©


Pierre Bergé Museum of Berber Arts

More than 600 items depicting Amazigh culture from the Rif to the Sahara are on display in four rooms, explained through photography, film, audio and music. After the introductory room, the second displays traditional skills and craftsmanship in leather, ceramics, wood, metalwork and basketweaving. The hexagonal third room showcases silver jewellery set with precious stones that denotes a woman’s tribal identity and wealth. Weavings, garments, accessories, carpets and music are explored in the fourth and largest room. There’s a bookshop at the exit.



Jardin Majorelle

YVES SAINT LAURENT’S INSPIRATION

In 1924 French Orientalist painter Jacques Majorelle built his family home amongst the palms and poplar trees in what was then just outside Marrakesh. He planted his garden with exotic specimens from all over the world. The walled garden of 9000 sq metres has crisscrossing alleyways, brightly coloured buildings and serene pools. In 1980 Yves Saint Laurent and Pierre Bergé bought the property to save it from development. They lived in Majorelle’s home, renamed Villa Oasis, while his studio is now the excellent Pierre Bergé Museum of Berber Arts. For Yves Saint Laurent, the colours of the garden – and Marrakesh – provided inspiration.

Café Majorelle is a lovely, leafy place for tea and cake, while the Yves Saint Laurent memorial is in a tranquil spot. Almost one million annual visitors enjoy the magical gardens, pools and palm-lined paths. Booking is online only, and you can combine entry to the garden with the adjacent Musée Yves Saint Laurent Marrakech. Book an early time slot; the garden opens at 8am, so go early to avoid the crowds.
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Jardin Majorelle | DHVSTOCKPHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Comptoir des Mines

ART DECO GEM

The work of several modern Moroccan artists is exhibited in large, airy rooms throughout the three floors of this building. The gallery aims to support emerging artists in its light, bright gallery space, and large installations and exhibitions are set up in the adjacent Hangar. The gallery, on a prominent corner site in Gueliz, was once the headquarters of a mining company and is worth a visit on its own to see its spectacular art deco terrazzo floors, doors, wall sconces and pendants.

Passage Ghandouri

GALLERY-PACKED MINI SHOPPING CENTRE

Birds of a feather flock together in this small shopping centre full of galleries off Rue Yougoslavie. Yahya Création showcases Yahya’s superbly crafted lighting, furniture, architectural elements and art that can be found in palaces, homes and offices all over the world. Matisse Art Gallery, one of the oldest galleries in Marrakesh, has contemporary Moroccan paintings, mixed media and sculpture. Maison ARTC has stunning one-of-a-kind clothes designed by Israeli-Moroccan Artsi. At the end of the passage, you’ll find the private Musée d’Art et de Culture de Marrakech (MACMA). It houses a permanent photographic exhibition and temporary exhibitions.

MORE IN GUELIZ & VILLE NOUVELLE

Art Deco Architecture in Gueliz

HISTORIC CINEMAS

Marrakesh has several modern multiscreen cinemas, but the history of cinema in the city goes back to the French Protectorate years of 1912–56. Gueliz had six cinemas, including Le Colisée on Blvd Zerktouni, which still operates as an independent theatre and serves as a venue for the Marrakech International Film Festival. It shows Moroccan, international and documentary films. The cinema has been restored, and the projection and sound systems are up to date, but you can still appreciate its art deco features with its glamorous sweeping entrance, central cash desk, retro movie posters and sweet shop.

Other cinemas weren’t as fortunate. Ciné Théâtre Palace, built in 1926 on the corner of Rue Yougoslavie and Blvd Moulay Rachid, presented films, plays, puppet shows and concerts, attracting stars such as Nat King Cole and Rita Hayworth. It closed in 1993. It now lies abandoned, and not much is visible on the street except for its elegant facade. It had two sections, one covered and one an open-air cinema for the summer months, with palm trees surrounding the auditorium and the screen set in an elegant brickwork arch. Coming to the rescue is supporters’ group Les Amis du Ciné Théâtre Palace, which hopes to restore it to its former glory by showing films, holding exhibitions and organising guided visits.
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BEST RESTAURANTS IN GUELIZ

Sahbi Sahbi

Superb Moroccan dishes and polished service from the all-female crew in a stunning setting designed by Studio KO. Has dinner Tuesday to Sunday and couscous for lunch on Friday. €€€

Le Petit Cornichon

Inventive menu of French cuisine that glances back at 1970s retro dishes. €€€

+61

Fresh innovative dishes perfect for sharing and good wines in a laid-back, conservatory-like space with smiley service. €€

Amal Center

Nonprofit association empowering disadvantaged women, producing delicious traditional fare in a lovely, leafy garden. €



WHERE TO GET COFFEE IN GUELIZ & VILLE NOUVELLE

Grand Café de la Poste

Redolent of 1920s Marrakesh inside and out; a lovely spot for coffee or cocktails.

16Cafe

Bang in the centre of Gueliz, the perfect place for people-watching and state-of-the-art patisserie.

Café Les Négociants

Gorgeous art deco gem overlooking two busy boulevards; good for coffee, mint tea and breakfast.

Shopping the Designers of Sidi Ghanem

BROWSING THE MARKET

Lovers of contemporary design, home decor and art should head for the industrial zone of Sidi Ghanem northwest of the city. Pretty it ain’t, but it is rewarding, offering a good overview of Moroccan design. It’s a sprawling site, and you’ll need to hire a taxi for the trip – arrange one through your accommodation.

At Maison Sarayan (No 377), enter through the cafe that serves breakfast, snacks and Sunday brunch. Walk past a beautiful fountain into the interior design showroom with covetable furniture, gorgeous fabrics, pots and decor items. Chabi Chic (No 435) has branches at the Beldi Country Club and near Jardin Majorelle, but here you can see the entire range of ceramics, home perfumes, glassware, candlesticks, mirrors and more. The wrought-iron garden chairs at LRNCE (No 59) are simply delightful. Although designer Laurence is mostly known for her wavy-line ceramics, her shop sells fabrics, sandals, mirrors, cement tiles, clothing and rugs. Find more carpets at Jouti Rugs (No 257), which has magnificent contemporary pieces from Mrirt in the Middle Atlas, all pure wool of exceptional quality, as well as vintage Zemmour and Marmoucha carpets. Jajjah (No 114–116) is the brainchild of artist Hassan Hajjaj, known as Morocco’s Andy Warhol, who divides his time between Marrakesh and London. This space is part clothing boutique, part exhibition space and part cafe, serving his own brand of speciality teas and coffees that are also for sale in his trademark tins.

On the other side of the main N7 road is Atelier Lamsaty Handmade, a creative space set up by four sisters. Take a two-hour pottery course and return five days later for your fired piece.


BEST BOOKS ON MOROCCAN INTERIOR DESIGN

Inside Marrakesh: Enchanting Homes & Gardens by Meryanne Loum-Martin (Rizzoli; 2020)

Morocco: Destination of Style, Elegance and Design edited by Catherine Scotto (Prestel; 2022)

Living in Morocco: Designs from Casablanca to Marrakesh by Lisl Dennis and Landt Dennis (Thames & Hudson; 2001)

Marrakesh by Design by Maryam Montague (Artisan; 2012)

Women Artisans of Morocco: Their Stories, Their Lives by Susan Schaefer Davis (Schiffer Craft; 2018)

Arts and Crafts of Morocco by James F Jereb (Thames & Hudson; 2015)



WHERE TO EAT IN GUELIZ & VILLE NOUVELLE

Cantine Mouton Noir

Fresh, seasonal and delicious food in a simple setting. Great for brunch. Dinner served weekends only. €€

Snack Al Bahriya

Choose from an amazing array of freshly cooked fish and shellfish. Always busy. €

Vita Nova

The best of several Italian restaurants in the area, this place offers a change from tajines. €€

Escape the City

HEAD SOUTH FOR COUNTRY CHIC

Sometimes you just need to escape the dust and chaos of the medina, so slip into your floatiest caftan and head to the delightful Beldi Country Club 10km south of the city. Lie back and smell the 12,000 rose bushes at this eco-chic paradise with pools that are heated in winter (two for kids), curated souq shopping and a restaurant with Moroccan and Mediterranean fare. A day pass includes a sun lounger, pool towels and lunch (adult/child Dh420/280).

Ferme Berbère is a pretty little place 12km from the city with a leafy garden and pool. Children will love the animals and donkey rides while you relax under the olive and lemon trees. A day pass costs Dh290 and includes lunch; throw in a hammam and massage for Dh660.

Maison Blaoui could be the spot you max out your credit card to make your home look like that dreamy Moroccan riad. Behind a large wooden door 6.5km outside the city lies the fabulous decor collection of Carole and Mustapha Blaoui that ranges over 1000 sq metres, arranged as in a real house. If you want a complete Moroccan look or just one perfect accent piece, it’s simply the best. Find antiques and contemporary items and everything from rugs to lighting, furniture, fabrics and objets that can be shipped worldwide.
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Cool Off with the Kids

For the best watery fun south of Marrakesh, head for Oasiria, a waterpark less than 8km from the medina. It has 10 hectares of gardens and water activities, including slides, a wave pool, river tubing and a pirates’ lagoon. When you’ve had enough action, there’s a quiet pool, petanque and a market on Sundays. Various bars and restaurants and a gift shop complete the picture. Get there by free shuttle from Djemaa El Fna or Gueliz. A day pass for adults is Dh130, and children are charged according to their height (up to 1.5m tall, it’s Dh90; babies are free). A day pass including lunch costs Dh280 for adults and Dh150 for children.




HOME DECOR TO DREAM ABOUT

If you can’t get out of the city, Maison Blaoui has a shop in the medina too, in the Mouassine neighbourhood.



WHERE TO DRINK IN GUELIZ & VILLE NOUVELLE

Barometre Marrakech

Let the mixologist conjure up a cocktail for you in this speakeasy-inspired bar.

68 Bar à Vin

Excellent wines from Morocco and around the world, plus French food and friendly staff.

MY Kechmara

Cool rooftop cocktail bar with a DJ; also good for coffee, brunch and tapas.



WALKING TOUR: GUELIZ ART & ART DECO
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This walk takes in many of the art galleries of Gueliz, passing notable art deco buildings along the way. Beginning at Passage Ghandouri on Rue Yougoslavie, visit 1 MACMA and the other galleries. Exiting the passage, walk north for 150m to the roundabout, 2 Place Abdel Moumen Ben Ali, where gracious old art deco buildings come into view: Cafe Atlas on your left and Café Les Négociants on your right.

Turn right into Ave Mohammed V and walk 130m to Hôtel Nassim. It’s not remarkable from the outside, but on the 1st floor, the 3 Chesterfield Pub is a picture-perfect 1930s bar with walnut panelling and stepped Cubist design features. Just 30m on, climb the once-grand staircase to 4 Galerie 127 on the 1st floor, an art deco apartment converted into an industrial-chic art space showing contemporary photography. Exiting the gallery, continue southeast 60m to the corner and turn right into Rue de la Liberté, where you’ll see 5 Habib Kibari Gallery. Continue along this street for 160m to the corner and turn right into Rue Yougoslavie. 6 Comptoir des Mines is on the corner in an art deco building featuring art from across Africa.

Walk southeast down Blvd El Mansour Eddahbi for 140m to 7 Some Slow Concept Store. Enter through the small garden and up the stairs to the old villa. It has interesting home decor items and rugs. Leaving the store, continue in the same direction for 250m to 8 Grand Café de la Poste, a superb example of 1920s art deco architecture and interior. Now you’ve earned lunch and a glass of wine.



Venture into the Palmeraie

ART AMONG THE PALM TREES

The Palmeraie, or palm groves, surrounding Marrakesh are in dusty scrubland, and you’ll find several golf courses, large resorts and swathes of expensive villas set in gorgeous gardens. A day in the Palmeraie makes a good escape from the frenetic medina to soak up some art or get moving on quad bikes or camels.

Musée de la Palmeraie is 8km east of the city, signposted from the village of Dar Tounsi. A haven of peace owned by the Benchaabane Foundation, the large museum of contemporary art houses a private collection of paintings, photographs, sculptures and calligraphy by local and international artists. Outside are three types of garden: one of cacti and succulents, an Andalusian garden and a water garden with a rill. Sculptures dot the lawns, and flowers abound. The foundation organises various events, including art and environmental workshops for children.

Just 600m further down the same sandy road is Musée Farid Belkahia, which celebrates the work of this well-regarded Moroccan artist (1934–2014). He is considered a pioneer of modern Arab and Moroccan art, and his paintings, works on cow and lamb skin, and copper sculptures adorn the spacious rooms. There are temporary exhibitions too. Belkahia’s workshop remains intact. Outside are lovely gardens, a conservatory conference room and shop, and a workspace awarded to the winner of the Farid Belkahia Excellent Award for crafts.

At the lush Al Maaden Golf Resort 6km southeast of Marrakesh is the sleek Museum of African Contemporary Art Al Maaden, a private nonprofit promoting African art through exhibitions, residencies and education programmes. The building is set in a monumental sculpture park.


The Art of Gardening

It’s amazing what can be grown in this seemingly dry and dusty semi-desert, but Cactus Thiemann has been raising plants here since 1964. Lying 16.5km north of Marrakesh in the Palmeraie, this garden of nearly seven hectares has more than 150 varieties of cacti from South America. Started by the late German horticultural engineer Hans Thiemann, it is now run by his wife and children and is billed as the largest cactus plantation in Africa.

Tours are fascinating, kids will enjoy the camel rides, and you can cool off with mint tea in the cafe.

It’s open from 10am to 5pm Wednesday to Saturday, and the last entry is at 4pm. Tickets cost Dh80 for adults and Dh40 for children.




ART FOR ART’S SAKE

If you can’t get all the way out to the Palmeraie, the Gueliz Art & Art Deco walking tour shows you around the art galleries in the Ville Nouvelle.



WHERE TO SHOP IN GUELIZ & VILLE NOUVELLE

Norya Ayron

Everyone from Sharon Stone to Kate Moss has at least one of these bold-print caftans.

Atelier 44

Tiny shop showcasing local designers; stocks clothing and accessories.

Lalla

Bags of all sorts, from totes and clutches to purses and carpet bags, plus other accessories.




THE HIGH ATLAS
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HIGH MOUNTAINS AND VERDANT VALLEYS

Sublime peaks, secluded valleys, earthen Amazigh villages and a kaleidoscope of rural life: perfect for nature lovers, adrenaline addicts and culture vultures alike.
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Aït Bougmez Valley | OUESTUSA/Shutterstock ©

Known to the Imazighen as Idraren Draren (Mountains of Mountains), the High Atlas start on the Souss-Massa plain and run northeast in a jagged precipitous line for almost 1000km.

Sandwiched between the Middle Atlas to the north and the Anti-Atlas to the south, North Africa’s highest mountain range is a medley of contradictions: rugged peaks and slender gorges, barren rocky plains and velvet-green valleys.

Crisscrossed by centuries-old shepherd’s trails and mule tracks, the mountains are an Imazighen stronghold, where hardy crops are grown in terraced plots and on fertile valley floors, and ochre-coloured villages, hewn from rammed earth and stone, cling precariously to the hillsides.

Just a 90-minute drive from frenetic Marrakesh, Imlil is the gateway to serene valleys, craggy pinnacles and climbing North Africa’s tallest mountain, Jebel Toubkal – the place to go hiking and biking with mountain guides and muleteers, from easy rambles to arduous multiday excursions.

The lush green valleys and lovely lodges around Ourika and Ouirgane become a refuge from the summer heat for city dwellers. But paved roads have only recently arrived in the Aït Bougmez Valley, preserving it in time, allowing villagers to maintain their traditional lifestyle and open up to visitors on their terms. And in isolated Imilchil, Amazigh culture holds firm – never more so than at September’s Marriage Moussem, an unforgettable cacophony of noise and colour.
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THE MAIN AREAS

TOUBKAL NATIONAL PARK

Home to North Africa’s highest peak.

AÏT BOUGMEZ VALLEY

Mountains, valleys and rural life.

OURIKA VALLEY

A verdant escape from Marrakesh.

OUIRGANE

Gentle hiking and rural retreats.

IMILCHIL

A stronghold of Amazigh traditions.



Find Your Way

The High Atlas run diagonally across Morocco for almost 1000km. Whether you’re into hiking, biking, running, rafting, skiing or just want a real taste of local life, we’ve picked the best places to visit.
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Plan Your Time

For somewhere that feels so remote, parts of the High Atlas – including Jebel Toubkal – are easily accessed from Marrakesh, so you can spend less time travelling, more time exploring.
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Pressed for Time

• Head straight to Imlil for its stunning setting and some High Atlas hiking. You can make it to the summit of North Africa’s highest peak, Jebel Toubkal, and be back in Marrakesh within two days if you’re really short of time.

• If you just want to escape the heat and hustle of Marrakesh for a night or two, hop in a grand taxi to the Ourika Valley for some fresh air and organic, seasonal food. Or head to Ouirgane to hike between Amazigh villages without the crowds.




A Week to Travel Around

• Spend three nights in the beautiful Aït Bougmez Valley, giving you time for hiking, spotting dinosaur tracks and visiting weaving cooperatives, before stopping off at the three-tiered Cascades d’Ouzoud or for lunch at Le Paradis du Safran in the Ourika Valley on your way back to Marrakesh.

• After some strenuous hiking – up and down mountains or around the medina – spend a night or two relaxing at an ecolodge in Ouirgane, calling in on the 12th-century Tin Mal Mosque before crossing the Tizi n’Test on your way to the Atlantic coast.




If You Have More Time

• Hikers could delve deeper into Toubkal National Park, perhaps taking on the six-day Toubkal Circuit, which includes climbing Jebel Toubkal, or take day hikes to more remote valleys from the Kasbah du Toubkal. Or you could linger longer in Aït Bougmez Valley and make time for the three-day M’Goun Traverse.

• If you’re in Imilchil for September’s Marriage Moussem, you can head south from there to the Todra Gorge, then west to the Dadès Gorge, or east to Rich and south through Erfoud to Merzouga and the dunes of Erg Chebbi.



Seasonal Highlights

January to March sees snowfall and skiing. The scenery is at its prettiest in spring and May to September are the busiest months for hiking, despite rising temperatures.

FEBRUARY

Ski down Africa’s highest ski slope in the morning and go dune dumping in the Agafay Desert in the afternoon.
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MARCH

The best month for an exhilarating white-water rafting adventure along the Ahansal River in Zaouiat Ahansal (130).
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APRIL

A good time to climb North Africa’s tallest mountain, or discover more of the High Atlas on the week-long Toubkal Circuit.
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MAY

Spring is beautiful in Aït Bougmez Valley, when the mountaintops are lightly dusted in snow and the fruit trees are covered in blossom.
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JUNE

The High Atlas Ultra Trail challenges runners to take on the mountains, with races from 10km to 120km.
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AUGUST

The lively four-day Setti Fatma Moussem in mid-August is part religious festival, part country fair and part souq.
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SEPTEMBER

Thousands of Imazighen descend on the peaceful town of Imilchil, surrounded by red rock and turquoise lakes, for the Marriage Moussem.
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TOUBKAL NATIONAL PARK
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The wild and wonderful Toubkal National Park covers 380 sq km of the High Atlas region, much of it mountainous, with sky-high tizis (passes), gorges, plateaus and valleys to explore. There are secluded Amazigh villages too, which appear frozen in time – apart from the odd satellite dish perched on the rooftops – with mud-brick buildings that seem to be stacked one on top of the other, clinging to the mountainside.

One of Morocco’s biggest draws is North Africa’s highest mountain, snow-topped Jebel Toubkal (4167m), which despite its dizzying height is relatively easy to scale. Mountain trails crisscross the range, most starting in the village of Imlil, which has become a hiking hub, with a Bureau des Guides, plenty of lodgings and cafes to suit all budgets and stores selling pre-loved hiking gear. And it’s not just hiking on offer: there’s mountain biking along dirt tracks and mule paths, as well as riding mules themselves.
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TOP TIP

Guides are mandatory for climbing Jebel Toubkal. Experienced hikers might think they’re an unnecessary expense, but hiring a guide benefits not only the local economy, but you also – guides know the trails backwards, can cope in all kinds of weather and can summon help quickly in an emergency.



A Taste of the Toubkal Trails

DAY HIKES FROM IMLIL

If you don’t want to scale Toubkal, there are plenty of hikes from Imlil – from short rambles to more demanding full-day hikes – watched over by Jebel Toubkal and other equally awe-inspiring peaks.

And if you don’t want to go it alone, lodgings such as the Kasbah du Toubkal have excellent guides or you can pay a visit to Imlil’s Bureau des Guides (bureaudesguidesimlil.com).

The hike to the historic village and shrine of the marabout (saint) Sidi Chamharouch (2330m) takes around four hours and follows the trail towards Toubkal. You’ll pass the village of Aroumd – a jumble of earthen houses built on a moraine (a mass of rocks and sediment deposited by a glacier) – and cross over and up to the other side of the Aït Mizane Valley.

Another four-hour option is a hike up to the pass of Tizi n’Tamatert (2279m), with views down into the Imane and Aït Mizane Valleys. Extend this into a day hike by descending into the Imane Valley, passing earthen Amazigh villages, following river courses, crossing ancient irrigation canals and traversing ancient agricultural terraces flanked by almond and walnut trees.

The hike to the picturesque Azzaden Valley is another classic. Climb up to the pass of Tizi M’zik (2489m), before descending to Aït Aïssa, where there’s the option to spend the night at the Azzaden Trekking Lodge run by Kasbah du Toubkal (highatlastrekkinglodge.com), returning to Imlil by a different route.
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I LIVE HERE: A CULTURAL EXCHANGE
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Mohammed Idahli, mountain guide

I live with my family and parents in the house I was born in. My father often talks about how hard life used to be in the valley, before electricity and mobile phones, when there was little tourism. It was a hand-to-mouth existence and people had to leave Imlil to earn a decent living. Now I’m able to guide visitors around my beautiful valley, overlooked by Jebel Toubkal, and provide for my family.



WHERE TO STAY IN TOUBKAL NATIONAL PARK

Kasbah du Toubkal

A sustainably run hilltop kasbah, set majestically amid Morocco’s highest mountains, offering guided treks. €€€

Douar Samra

Set in a beautiful garden in the peaceful village of Tamatert, this traditional house has three panoramic terraces. €€€

Riad Jnane Imlil

This family-friendly hotel in the centre of Imlil has spacious, individually decorated rooms and a swimming pool. €€€



HIKING TOUR
CLIMBING JEBEL TOUBKAL

On many travellers’ bucket lists, North Africa’s highest peak is an achievable goal for people with a good level of fitness – it’s a strenuous two-day hike rather than a technical climb. It’s best undertaken in summer and autumn, but there can be snow as late as June, and the altitude can be an issue. But on a clear day, the views stretch all the way from the Atlantic to the Sahara.
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Hiking, Toubkal National Park | CARLOS NETO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Day 1 Aroumd to Toubkal Refuge

An early start gives you time to acclimatise and rest at the refuge (book in advance). Just south of Aroumd – and a checkpoint to verify non-locals are with local guides – cross the stony valley floor and follow the mule trail gradually uphill towards a very large rock above the eastern side of the Assif Reraya. The trail leads to the hamlet and pilgrimage site of Sidi Chamharouch (2330m, around two hours from Aroumd). Beyond the shrine, to the left of the track, are cascades, pools and a shady picnic spot.

After crossing the bridge at Sidi Chamharouch, the rocky path veers away from the river for 2km and zigzags steeply above the valley floor. It then gradually levels off, before rejoining the course of the river. The Toubkal Refuge (refugedutoubkal.com) and Mouflon Refuge (refugetoubkal.com) are visible for an hour before you reach them, just below the western flank of Jebel Toubkal at around 3207m.

The Hike: Aroumd to Toubkal Refuge, duration six to seven hours, distance 10km, ascent 1287m.

Day 2 Ascent of Jebel Toubkal to Imlil

Set off as early as possible to avoid climbing in the sun – there’s no shade and nothing to block the wind, so be sure to dress warmly and pack extra water and snacks. If you’ve trekked here directly from Imlil, you may not be acclimatised, so walk at a slow, steady pace to avoid altitude sickness. If you experience severe headaches or vomiting, descend immediately.

The southern valley is the most popular route to the summit, and the trail starts immediately above Toubkal Refuge, where you cross the stream and head eastwards to the scree slope.

Start to climb the well-defined path to the left of the slope, cross the field of boulders and then follow the path that zigzags up to Tizi n’Toubkal (3940m), straight ahead on the skyline. From there the path turns left (northeast) and follows the ridge to the boulder-strewn summit (4167m). Allow up to four hours to reach the top, depending on your fitness and weather conditions – in winter, this is a snow climb.

Stick to the same route coming down, bearing left when the refuge comes into view. The descent to the refuge should only take 2½ hours, after which you can return to Aroumd or Imlil, around 3km further on.

The Hike: Summit ascent and return to Aroumd, duration nine hours, distance 17km, ascent 960m, descent 2247m.



High Atlas Adventure

TWO WHEELS AND FOUR LEGS

Hiking isn’t the only way to get around Toubkal National Park. Mountain biking is becoming increasingly popular, and several companies run tours in and around the High Atlas.

Argan Sports (argansports.com), based in Marrakesh, runs a mix of on- and off-road biking tours for all abilities, with some steep gradients, challenging surfaces and fast-paced descents on offer, including around the Ourika Valley, Ouirgane and Asni, and the skiing hub of Oukaimeden.

If four legs are more your thing, you can hire a mule and muleteer from the Association des Mules for half- and full-day excursions. These surefooted, mellow creatures have been transporting supplies between high-altitude Amazigh villages for centuries and know the mountains inside out. Children love them too.

Serious equestrians can book riding holidays with companies such as Equus Journeys (equus-journeys.com), which offers a 15-day High Atlas horse-riding adventure using barb (Berber) horses, a hardy North African breed with lots of stamina, perfect for mountain passes.

And if you’re an experienced skier, there are a couple of guides at the Bureau des Guides who have trained in the Alps and can take you off-piste for some adrenaline-fuelled skiing action.
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THE HIGH ATLAS ULTRA-TRAIL

Runners looking to take on the High Atlas peaks should check out HAUT (hautmorocco.com) for a wild, exacting and technical challenge. Held in June, it’s not one but a series of five races, ranging in difficulty from the HAUT 10 (10km with an elevation gain and loss of 500m) to the HAUT 120 (120km with an elevation gain of 6700m and loss of 7200m). Starting from Imlil or Ouirgane, you’ll pick your way over rocky passes, cross vast alpine plains and scramble down steep descents to earthen villages tucked into lush valleys. On longer races, you’ll sleep in rustic guesthouses. Everyone gets welcomed over the finish line with a glass of sweet mint tea.

Use this QR code to check out this ultra run.
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WHERE TO EAT IN IMLIL

La Table de Tigmi

A bit of everything on the menu, reasonable prices and friendly staff – try the Berber burger. €

Riad Atlas Toubkal

There are panoramic views from the terrace and delicious traditional dishes on offer. €€

Kasbah du Toubkal

Non-guests can lunch on the terrace with showstopping views or dine in the candlelit salon. €€€

Hilltop Kasbah du Toubkal

STAY AND SUPPORT THE COMMUNITY

Set atop a hill at the foot of Toubkal, this kasbah in Imlil was built in the late 1800s as a feudal chief’s summer palace. Following Morocco’s independence, it was left to crumble among the snowy peaks until 1990, when a British-owned travel company bought the derelict shell and slowly turned it into a pioneering ecolodge and trekking base with some of the best views in Morocco.

The restoration was undertaken in a unique partnership with the local community, using traditional methods and materials – Imlil had no electricity at the time – and now it’s run by staff from the surrounding villages.

Kasbah du Toubkal (kasbahdutoubkal.com) set up the Imlil Village Association, which is funded by a 5% tariff added to your bill. The association has built a school for 80 children in a far-flung valley and provided the region’s first ambulance, among other projects.

They also founded Education for All (efamorocco.org), a Moroccan NGO that builds and operates boarding houses at which girls from rural communities far from secondary schools – where often more than 80% of women are illiterate – can continue their education. To date, around 200 girls have gone on to university and two are applying for a PhD.

Guests can take one of the many guided hikes on offer – all day, or before or after lunch on the roof terrace, with a backdrop of panoramic mountain views. Dinner is served in the candlelit salon, strewn with cushions, rugs and low tables, and heated by wood-burning stoves.
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Kasbah du Toubkal | Alberto Loyo/Shutterstock ©


THE EVE BRANSON FOUNDATION

The Eve Branson Foundation (evebransonfoundation.org.uk) runs two centres in the High Atlas teaching traditional skills, including woodworking, weaving and embroidery. The centres are open to locals of all ages and abilities and focus on education, healthcare and the environment. The handcrafted products – including scarves, throws and jewellery boxes – blend ancient artisanal techniques and contemporary style and are used in the luxe hotel Kasbah Tamadot, and sold in a small boutique next door. Half the fixed purchase price goes directly to the artisans, and the rest goes back into the foundation.

Book through the EBF website to meet the artisans and watch them at work in the villages of Tamgounssi and Tansghart.




Getting Around

If you don’t have a car and aren’t on a tour, the easiest way to get to Imlil from Marrakesh is to take a grand taxi from Bab Er Rob to Asni, and another grand taxi from there. The best way to discover Toubkal National Park is on two feet or two wheels.





HIKING TOUR
The Toubkal Circuit

This six-day, 79km loop around and up Jebel Toubkal passes through diverse landscapes, from fertile valleys and out-of-the-way Amazigh villages to forbidding peaks and bleak passes. It’s a demanding hike, with long climbs over rocky terrain, so a good level of fitness is recommended and a guide is mandatory.
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Toubkal Refuge | Igor Dymov/Shutterstock ©

Day 1 Imlil to Tacheddirt

The first day’s relatively gentle route follows the road linking Imlil (1740m) to the village of Tacheddirt (2400m). The road climbs gently eastwards from Imlil zigzagging up past Aït Souka and through Tamatert to the Tizi n’Tamatert pass (2279m).

The Hike: Duration six to seven hours, distance 14km, ascent 1028m, descent 381m.

Day 2 Tacheddirt to Azib Likemt

Leave camp early to climb up Tizi n’Likemt (3550m), a vertical gain of 1060m. It’s a long steep climb, but on a clear day you can see Oukaimeden and Jebel Toubkal from the pass. After 90 minutes, a rocky path leading down the other side reaches the pastures above Azib Likemt.

The Hike: Duration five to seven hours, distance 9km, ascent 1060m, descent 923m.

Day 3 Azib Likemt to Amsouzert

From Azib Likemt, the trail leads south up the mountainside and into a gorge formed by Assif n’Tinzart. Follow the river for about 6.5km past cliffs and through wide pastures, until an obvious track leads up the valley to Tizi n’Ouraï (3109m) and views over the eastern face of Toubkal, before descending to Amsouzert (1797m).

The Hike: Duration five to six hours, distance 16km, ascent 624m, descent 1300m.

Day 4 Amsouzert to Azib Imi n’Ouassif

From Amsouzert, a well-used trail heads westwards, taking you to Aït Igrane towards Lac d’Ifni. A track crosses the wide, dry part of the lake before the long trudge up towards Tizi n’Ouanoums (3660m). The path climbs through a rocky gorge, keeping to the river’s south side. About 11.7km from Amsouzert you reach Azib Imi n’Ouassif (2891m), at a crossing of dramatic gorges.

The Hike: Duration six to eight hours, distance 13km, ascent 1524m, descent 42m.

Day 5 Azib Imi n’Ouassif to Toubkal Refuge

To go directly to the summit via a more difficult route, follow the trail west of the campsite towards Tizi n’Ouanoums (3660m) for around 800m, until it climbs sharply left and a small side trail heads northeast. You’ll traverse the western shoulder and north flank of Toubkal West until the path joins the main route up Toubkal’s eastern peak, before descending to the refuge. Alternatively, go straight to the refuge over Tizi n’Ouanoums and down a steep 4km trail (around three hours). The following morning, head up Toubkal via the traditional route (see).

The Hike: Duration five to eight hours, distance 7km, ascent 798m, descent 960m.

Day 6 Toubkal Refuge to Imlil

A zigzagging mule path brings you to Tizi n’Aguelzim (3560m) and panoramic views. The route down to Azib Tamsoult (2210m) passes the impressive Cascades d’Irhoulidene. To reach the village, walk north for another 4km; then it’s a 7km walk back to Imlil if you have the time or energy.

The Hike: Duration eight to 10 hours, distance 20km, ascent 744m, descent 1842m.





THE AÏT BOUGMEZ VALLEY
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Until the turn of the century, this High Atlas Shangri-La was virtually closed off from the rest of the world. Only a winding sliver of dirt road, at the mercy of the elements, led to this string of rustic Amazigh villages, preserving an age-old way of life that the locals seem in no hurry to change. Even with the recent paved road, the ‘Happy Valley’ is a scenic four-hour journey from Marrakesh, but the moment you arrive, you’ll wish you were staying longer. Slopes scattered with beehives lead down to orchards of apple and walnut trees, and a green mosaic of small plots carpets the valley floor. There are no tractors here, just donkeys, wooden ploughs and hands in the soil. Spend days on meandering valley walks or hardcore hikes – it’s the gateway to the M’Goun Massif and the country’s third-highest peak – or drop in on a woman’s weaving cooperative before savouring Moroccan home cooking.
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TOP TIP

Cash is still king in Aït Bougmez, but the nearest ATM is in Azilal, 75km away. Ask if you can pay for your accommodation in advance by bank transfer, then stock up on cash to cover some carpet shopping. Fill up with petrol at the same time if you’re driving.



AïT BOUGMEZ COOPERATIVES TO VISIT THROUGH ANOU

Association Ighrem

Shop for wooden bowls, platters, mirrors and more, hand-carved from sustainably sourced wood in Agouti.

Association Timdokkals

This group represents Agouti’s women, whose creative woven designs include vibrant Azilal rugs.

Cooperative Numedia Tabudrart

In Imelghas, this group crafts rugs, from bright boucharouite to neutral Beni Ouarains.

Admire the Anou Cooperative’s Crafts

ARTISANS DOING IT FOR THEMSELVES

Pay a visit to Association Ighrem in Agouti and Ibrahim will invite you into his home workshop and show you how he creates a beautiful burr walnut bowl using just a primitive chisel.

Ibrahim is the co-founder of the Anou Cooperative (theanou.com), which launched in Aït Bougmez in 2014. Its artisan-owned-and-managed model cuts out the middlemen, who often take a whopping 96% cut. Now the artisans have their own platform and access to an international audience, and are paid directly for their work. From modest beginnings, there are now around 90 groups on the Anou website, and 90% of the participants are women.

Clamber up the steep slope to the Cooperative Ikhf N’Ighir and you’ll find women sitting at their looms hand-knotting shaggy Beni Ouarain rugs, along with more portable pieces adorned with Arabic words – perhaps ‘love’ or ‘happiness’. The handcrafted rugs can also be ordered online, in the size and colour of your choosing, and shipped to your door.

Anou’s latest project is the Atlas Wool Supply Company, which aims to create Africa’s first carbon-negative yarn. There are thousands of sheep around Aït Bougmez, but wool is often considered a waste product in Morocco and weavers use imported wool; now Anou will have full control over the quality and pricing.

The valley’s many cooperatives can have hit-and-miss opening hours, but there are three that you can arrange to visit through the Anou website. Include a translator and a home-cooked tajine if you want to linger and learn more about valley life.


DINOSAUR FOOTPRINTS

Want to walk in the prehistoric footsteps of theropods and sauropods? Morocco is littered with fossilised dinosaur tracks, but some of the easiest to spot are in the diminutive village of Ibaqualliwn, around 3km east of Tabant. Around 185 million years ago during the lower Jurassic period, a colossal two-legged carnivore left a trail of three-toed footprints more than 70cm in diameter embedded in a limestone rock face. There are also oval footprints from a four-legged herbivorous sauropod. Head up a concrete staircase that leads up the side of a house, turn right at the top and walk through a tunnel and an information board – and the footprints – will be in front of you.



WHERE TO STAY IN AïT BOUGMEZ

Touda Ecolodge

This beautiful, eco-conscious lodge serves delicious meals, with arguably the best views in the valley. €€

Flilou, La Maison Berbère

This peaceful guesthouse in Agouti has 12 rooms, a Berber tent and a terrace with valley views. €€€

Atlas Wool Supply Company

Next to Anou’s woollen mill, this self-catering studio has panoramic windows to frame the stunning landscapes. €€€

Climb the Shrine at Sidi Moussa

A HILLTOP SHRINE WITH A VIEW

For panoramic views of the Aït Bougmez Valley – especially at sunset – make the 30-minute climb up to the shrine of local holy man Sidi Moussa, set atop a conical hill at the heart of the valley. Look out for a sign opposite Gîte Timit pointing to the start of the steep but straightforward trail.

Thanks to its strategic position, as well as a shrine, the round rustic structure was part communal granary, part lookout and part refuge in case of attack. Within the multi-level interior, families had space to store their grain reserves to protect against potential crop failures, as well as stash their valuables.

It’s been restored by the village of Timit in a community effort, and the fitted-stone walls, weather-beaten wooden door and 360-degree vistas are endlessly photogenic. It houses a small ethnographic museum with some timeworn tools and cooking implements on display, alongside the distinctive striped, high-waisted woollen long johns that the villagers used to wear.

If you’re lucky, a local keyholder will charge up the hill after you to open the door and give you a guided tour, including mint tea and a biscuit, for a small tip. The former community caretaker – who claimed to be around 120 years old – is buried here.

According to legend, Sidi Moussa (Moses, in Arabic) was an important figure in the local community. Renowned for his healing powers, he was said to help women struggling with infertility.


WHY I LOVE AïT BOUGMEZ

Sarah Gilbert, writer

And breathe. The soundtrack to Aït Bougmez is chickens clucking, donkeys braying, sheep baaing and children laughing as they make their way to school. But often, it’s so quiet you could hear one of its famed walnuts drop. In spring, the valley resembles an impressionist painting – green crops shimmer under vibrant blue skies, and the scene is sprinkled with white apple blossom and dotted with russet-coloured dwellings. And on a clear night, the sky is heavy with stars, sparkling like the sequins on a handira (traditional wedding blanket).



Hiking in the Happy Valley

EXPLORING AÏT BOUGMEZ

There’s no shortage of hikes around the Happy Valley, from the three-day M’Goun Traverse from the village of Agouti, to a day spent hiking through forests of juniper to Lake Izourar, a glacier lake on a high plateau at the base of Jebel Azourki – the plateau is used as a summer pasture by the seminomadic Aït Atta from Jebel Saghro.

But one delight of the valley is getting a glimpse of local life on a stroll around the valley floor. Take the paths that weave around the terraced family plots and their orchards of apple trees, amber waves of wheat and orderly lines of onions.

Walking through a village, you’ll get a close-up of the traditional architecture: ochre-coloured mud bricks packed on top of dry stone, the strands of dried wheat that fringe the flat roofs and the rusty metal curlicues of an ornate metal door.

And you might find women chattering as they wash their clothes in a stream before hanging them on trees to dry like strange fruit. They could be scolding their children for splashing about in one of the centuries-old irrigation channels, walking with only their legs and feet visible under bushels of hay, or shooing chickens out of their house. If you’re lucky, you’ll be invited in for a mint tea.


Getting Around

If you don’t have a car, you can hire a grand taxi to run you up and down the valley and to neighbouring towns. Since 2017, Aït Bougmez can be accessed by sinuous paved roads from either Azilal (the provincial capital) or Demnate, both cutting through some mind-blowingly dramatic scenery. Local minibuses leave from Tabant when they’re full, heading north to Azilal and west to Demnate, from where you can go further west to Marrakesh or south to Ouarzazate.





HIKING TOUR
The M’Goun Traverse

While the crowds flock to Jebel Toubkal, hikers-in-the-know head to the M’Goun Massif, where pristine landscapes and towering peaks – Jebel M’Goun is Morocco’s third-highest mountain – provide rewarding challenges. This varied three-day trek crosses stunning mountain landscapes, and travels through river gorges and remote valleys, with nights spent camping or chez l’habitant (homestays).
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Day 1 Agouti to Rougoult

From the trailhead, follow a level track for 2.7km southwest towards the village of Arous, turning onto a dirt path that curves to the south of a dramatic outcrop. Take a rocky traverse ending with a climb to the Tizi n’Tafaniz (2429m).

From the pass, head southwest for 1.5km, crossing a small streambed before climbing the forested slopes to the east, following the ridge’s contours for around 3km. Descend a dramatic ravine, cross a streambed and continue to traverse the ridge through a succession of small ravines to the long ridge that slopes down northwards towards Aït Bououli.

Follow the obvious trail to an unnamed pass (2488m), and continue as it curves down around the ridge and drops to the valley, before descending southwest along a rocky – and occasionally very steep – trail.

Close to the bottom, at a small saddle with stunning views over Rougoult’s ruined kasbah, the trail turns southeast to join a track for the final 1.5km to the village.

The Hike: Duration six to seven hours, distance 20km, ascent 776m, descent 671m.

Day 2 Rougoult to Amezri

Follow a stony path crisscrossing the River Tifra for 8km before climbing through an increasingly barren landscape. After 13km and a small spring, it’s a steep climb up the final 250m to the Tizi n’Rougoult pass (2900m). From there, a path leads east to a ridge that climbs to Jebel Tarkeddid and Jebel M’Goun (4068m) to the east. The well-worn route up the pass is straight ahead.

From there, a well-marked mule path winds downhill for 3.5km before reaching the village of Tasgaïwalt (2521m) and joining the trail. Curious children may keep you company on the easy 2.5km walk to the village of Amezri (2250m).

The Hike: Duration seven to eight hours, distance 16km, descent 644m, ascent 848m.

Day 3 Amezri to Aït Ali n’Ito

Follow the paved track to the west of Amezri for 5.5km to where it overlooks the village of Imi n’Ikkis. Cross the river and climb northwest out of the village, following a dry streambed for around 280m to the bottom of the Lota n’Tessaout plateau. Carry on for 9km until Aït Ali n’Ito is visible in a lower valley to the west.

Instead of heading straight down, curl southwest around the final rise of the low ridge and down a path into Tiftacht. Then it’s an easy 3km down to Aït Ali n’Ito.

The Hike: Duration five to six hours, distance 21km, ascent 537m, descent 714m.






Beyond Aït Bougmez


The Aït Bougmez Valley is within easy reach of some of the most stunning sights of the High Atlas.
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Around 50km to the northeast of Aït Bougmez is the adventure playground of Zaouiat Ahansal, while 106km to the northwest lies the many-tiered Cascades d’Ouzoud.

If you leave Aït Bougmez via the road that snakes around the impossibly picturesque valleys of Aït Boulli and Aït Blel – dubbed the La Vallée Rouge for its deep-red sandstone cliffs – you’ll also pass the natural travertine bridge of Imi n’Ifri (Grotto’s Mouth) that formed over a gorge around 1.8 million years ago.

The provincial capital of Azilal – 70km to the north – is a handy transport hub if you don’t have your own wheels. It’s the place to buy snacks, withdraw cash, access the internet and fill your petrol tank if driving.
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TOP TIP

If you’re passing through Azilal on a Thursday, it’s worth stopping at the large and chaotic weekly souq.



A Natural Adventure Playground

GO WILD IN THE COUNTRY

Off the trodden trail, Zaouiat Ahansal – 63km east of Aït Bougmez – is dotted with ancient zawiyas (shrines) and towering collective granaries, but the real draw is its wild nature.

Around 40km to the north is the vast Reserve Naturelle de Tamga, with forested slopes of Aleppo pine, cedar and oak. Dominating the landscape is Cathédrale Imsfrane – so-called because the rock formation has the architectural air of a medieval church. Only experienced climbers should attempt its 400m-plus cliffs; there’s also hiking and canyoning on offer.

A two-hour hike from Zaouiat Ahansal, Taghia’s soaring burnt-orange limestone walls and long multi-pitch bolted routes have seen it called ‘Morocco’s Yosemite’. Taghia et autres Montagnes Berbères by Christian Ravier and Ihintza Elsenaar is an excellent climbing resource, and new routes are logged in a book in Gîte Taoujdat, the guesthouse of guide Said Massaoudi.

Novice climbers should stick to the challenging trails. The tallest scalable cliff face, Tagoujimt n’Tsouiannt (850m), is also accessible via the Tire-Bouchon (Corkscrew) pass; hikers have to ‘corkscrew’ themselves through a tight and winding series of stone and wood steps to reach the top.

And the majestic gorges of the Ahansal River, with its zigzagging boulders and rollercoaster rapids, make it prime white-water rafting territory. Raft past villages cheered on by children and take on rapids such as Wee Stinky, Jungle Corridor and the Squeeza. Water By Nature (waterbynature.com) is a specialist rafting operator that runs tours in the region. Tawada Trekking (tawadatrekking.com) is another recommended tour operator.

For runners, the Trans Atlas Marathon (transatlasmarathon.com) is Morocco’s ultimate mountain ultra, going up and down the High Atlas over six days and 280km, including Zaouiat Ahansal.

[image: shutterstock_1492178153jpg]
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ATLAS CULTURAL Adventures

As well as intrepid climbing, hiking and skiing trips with Atlas Cultural Adventures (atlasculturaladventures.com), you can get hands-on experience of Moroccan village life, spending from three days to five weeks working alongside locals on community development projects, such as preserving historic buildings, small-scale construction and sustainable farming.

The Atlas Cultural Foundation (atlasculturalfoundation.org), a registered US and Moroccan nonprofit, collaborates with rural Moroccans to improve their quality of life through development projects, with a focus on cultural preservation, community education and public health. The organisation is responsible for restoring six historic saints’ houses and communal granaries that draw visitors to the valley.

Those considering volunteering should always undertake thorough research in order to make informed choices.



WHERE TO STAY IN ZAOUIAT AHANSAL & OUZOUD

Dar Ahansal

The picturesque stone dar (traditional house) of mountain guide Youssef Oulcadi blends into the landscape. €

Kasbah Amezray

An old kasbah turned cosy guesthouse by former mountain guide Youssef Jini and his son. €

Riad Cascades d’Ouzoud

At the top of the falls, this stylish mud-brick guesthouse offers plenty of activities. €

Dramatic Cascades d’Ouzoud

NORTH AFRICA’S TALLEST WATERFALL

The beautiful Cascades d’Ouzoud is Morocco’s most dramatic – and tallest – waterfall, where water plunges 110m over not one but three falls towards the canyon carved out by the Oued El Abid.

The path to the falls zigzags down through dense foliage, the air cools and arching rainbows appear through the spray. On the way, you might bump into a Barbary macaque – don’t give in to its demands for food. Ramshackle boats ply the pool at the base of the falls, and cafes line the banks. The falls are just 28km from Azilal and a popular day trip from Marrakesh, so you won’t have this idyll to yourself, especially on summer weekends.

From the base of the falls, you can take a short hike (around three hours round trip) to the picturesque Amazigh village of Tanaghmelt. Follow the track by the lower pools past a farmhouse and up the slopes to the left for about 1.5km, where it drops to a stream before climbing up to the village, perched on a wooded slope.

For a more challenging hike, follow the trail along the river valley beyond the falls for around 3.5km (two hours) to the Gramaa Nakrouine caves. And if you follow the path for a further 3.5km (a five-hour round trip), you’ll reach the Oued El Abid Gorge, where the valley is at its narrowest and most spectacular.


AZILAL RUGS

Less floor covering, more floor art, the rugs of the Azilal region are among the most striking in Morocco. Woven horizontally on cotton threads, these hand-knotted wool rugs feel silky soft underfoot and each rug is one-of-a-kind, with abstract designs only limited by the weaver’s imagination.

An eye-catching alternative to the more minimalist and much sought-after Beni Ouarain rugs, there are no orderly patterns here. Instead, they’re densely decorated with splashes of vibrant colour, geometric shapes and tribal motifs that tell a story of family life. Look out for symbols signifying prosperity and good fortune, along with those offering protection from the evil eye.




Getting Around

It helps to have your own vehicle, but there are regular buses between Marrakesh and Azilal and to Marrakesh via Demnate. Plenty of grands taxis run from Marrakesh to Azilal and from there to the Ouzoud and Zaouiat Ahansal. Local minibuses depart when they’re full from Tabant in Aït Bougmez for Azilal, Demnate and Zaouiat Ahansal.





THE OURIKA VALLEY
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Temperatures are just that bit cooler in the shadow of the snow-dusted High Atlas peaks. Ourika’s bountiful valley – around 40km south of Marrakesh – may be a welcome escape from the soaring summer heat, but it’s at its loveliest in spring, when the blossom trees bloom across its patchwork of plots.

Drawn by its beauty – and its soil, in which seemingly anything and everything grows – green-fingered locals and expats have produced idyllic gardens overflowing with aromatic herbs and medicinal plants. The valley has attracted artists and craftspeople too, creating everything from abstract sculptures to the traditional ceramics of Tafza. At the far end of the valley, Setti Fatma is popular for picnics beside its waterfalls and streams, as well as its lively summer festival. And while Ourika’s accessibility has led to increasing development, there are still hilltop hotels to retreat to where the only sound is birdsong.
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TOP TIP

It’s still possible to get off the beaten track in the Ourika Valley and avoid the tour buses – ask your lodgings about hikes around the hills, which may take you to hidden caves and salt beds.



Weekend Wander in Setti Fatma

SMALL VILLAGE, BIG FESTIVAL

Neatly nestled in a canyon below the High Atlas peaks at the southern end of the Ourika Valley road, this little village is a popular weekend escape for Marrakesh residents, for the chance to clamber upwards to a series of seven cascading waterfalls, enjoy a scenic picnic or just cool off in the river at the bottom.

Getting to the falls ranges from a steep 20-minute walk to the base of the lowest and largest, a further 10-minute, near-vertical scramble to an eyrie-like overlook and an energetic hour’s hike beyond to the base of the highest – and smallest – fall. You can order a tasty tajine from one of the riverside stalls to be waiting for you on your return as a reward.

Faux guides abound, so try to ignore them and just stick to the clear trails, or organise a licensed guide to lead the way if you expect to need a hand on the more hazardous sections – the descent from the higher falls can be vertigo-inducing and is best avoided in flip-flops.

Try to get there early to avoid the tour buses. The village is at its prettiest in spring, when the wildflowers, almond and cherry trees are in bloom; at its busiest in summer when Marrakesh sizzles; and at its liveliest in August for the four-day moussem (festival) celebrating Setti Fetma.


AGAFAY DESERT

If you time it right, you could spend the morning skiing and the afternoon camel riding. Agafay may lack the Sahara’s dunes, but it makes up for it with stunning vistas. It may be sprinkled with wildflowers in spring, but in summer and autumn it really does resemble the desert.

Just 30km south of Marrakesh, you can visit it on a day trip, exploring by quad bike, dune buggy or camel, before dining under a bivouac, or glamping at the likes of Caravan by Habitas Agafay.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE OURIKA VALLEY

Le Douar Berbère

With a hilltop location, this adults-only retreat has just five suites, and a terrace and pool with spectacular views. €€€

Chez Mamouchthka

This peaceful guesthouse has simple spacious rooms, a pretty garden and homecooked meals prepared to order. €€

Kasbah Bab Ourika

A luxe take on a rammed-earth kasbah, with chic, understated interiors and glorious views from the garden. €€€

On-Piste Oukaimeden

AFRICA’S HIGHEST SKI SLOPE

For a piste among the High Atlas peaks, head to the sleepy village of Oukaimeden. It sits at a skyscraping 3273m and boasts the highest ski slope in Africa, which is sure to earn you some bragging rights.

Oukaimeden is around 40km from the Ourika Valley and less than 80km south of Marrakesh. From around February to April, its modest ski resort attracts a mix of visitors and local skiers, with seven lifts (six drag and a chairlift) and around 10km of runs for all abilities. Snowfall can be erratic, so check in advance that the lifts are open.

Don’t expect alpine efficiency, but gear rental, ski passes and lessons come at a price that will excite skiers used to European or North American rates. And on a clear day, you’ll enjoy showstopping mountain vistas as you wrap your mitts around a steaming cup of mint tea rather than a hot chocolate – you can even take a donkey between the slopes. Snowboarding and cross-country skiing are also on offer.

During the summer months, the village is the starting point for numerous hikes, as well as the exacting Marathon de l’Atlas (atlas-trail.com) in October, a 42km high-altitude trail starting at 2620m and reaching a high point of 3180m, with the fastest runners arriving back in Oukaimeden in around 4½ hours. There’s also a 105km ultra version, which peaks at 3700m and covers some of the most remote regions of the High Atlas.
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SETTI FATMA MOUSSEM

One local legend has it that Setti Fatma pushed a stick into the ground while out searching for water and created a miraculous spring, said to be the origin of the seven waterfalls. Her koubba (shrine) overlooks the village and every year in the middle of August a four-day moussem honours her memory. It’s said that she left Egypt as a young girl and lived with a local family until she married. Hardworking and righteous, she helped the poor and orphaned, settled both personal and tribal disputes and was renowned for her healing powers – believers continue to bathe in the waterfalls. Though her koubba is off-limits to non-Muslims, everyone can enjoy the souq and country fair.




Getting Around

A car is the easiest way to get around, but there are frequent grands taxis between Ourika and Bab Er Rob in Marrakesh. Grands taxis also run to Setti Fatma and Oukaimeden, or you can rent a taxi for a day tour around the valley. If your next stop is the High Atlas, take the spectacularly scenic route via the P2030 and the P2028, which winds through three valleys before arriving in Asni, 15km north of Imlil.





ROAD TRIP
The Best of the Ourika Valley

This easy drive along the Route d’Ourika and along the valley will introduce you to a range of creative spaces that are off the tourist-bus trail, from surreal sculptures tucked into tropical greenery to a sensory journey through a plant-filled garden, and family-run pottery studios crafting ceramics in the age-old way to an avant-garde artist’s studio.


[image: jpg]

[image: shutterstock_2054927768jpg]

Anima Garden | Maleo Photography/Shutterstock ©

1 Anima Garden

Designed by multimedia artist André Heller, nature and culture collide along the shady pathways of this lush garden-cum-gallery (anima-garden.com). It’s filled with hundreds of exotic blooms, cacti and trees, and hidden among them are surprising sculptures – even a multicoloured camel.

The Drive: Continue south along the Route d’Ourika and you’ll see the pottery studios around Tafza on the main road.

2 Tafza Pottery Shops

The Amazigh village of Tafza is famed for its family-run pottery studios that use the region’s red clay to handcraft tajines, platters and pots of all shapes and sizes, fired in wood-burning kilns and hand-painted. The studios, such as the Atelier Chez Les Cousins, are happy to let you watch as they work.

The Drive: Continue south along the Route d’Ourika until Km43.

3 Le Savo’Art Fer

At his workshop-cum-gallery, Moroccan artist and sculptor Abdelhaq Elyoussi recycles iron to create one-of-a-kind sculptures. Perhaps a map of Africa symbolising illegal immigration or a homage to Munch’s The Scream. His sought-after pieces are sold in upscale international galleries, but he’s happy to down tools and chat about his work.

The Drive: Make your way back down the Route d’Ourika for around 12.5km and look out for signs for Le Paradis du Safran down a dirt road to the right.

4 Le Paradis du Safran

Head to this mini Eden (paradis-du-safran.com, book in advance, open Wed-Sun) for a delicious alfresco lunch. There’s a field of saffron on one side, and a garden filled with virtually every herb, spice and fruit you can think of on the other. Don’t miss the ingenious barefoot walk, followed by the pampering DIY foot spa. You’ll be served a tasty snack, and you can pick up saffron, spices, argan, herbal teas and locally roasted peanuts at the small shop.

The Drive: Head back to the Route d’Ourika and drive south for around 2.5km, following the P2010 left for around 7km.

5 Le Douar Berbère

Spend the night at this delightful, adults-only hilltop retreat (dardb.com) surrounded by fruit trees and fragrant herbs. The five suites, decorated with antique furniture and vibrant rugs, come with fireplaces and outside space. Dine alfresco by candlelight, go for hikes in the surrounding countryside, take a cooking class, or just relax by the pool with panoramic valley views.





OUIRGANE
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When the Red City sizzles, those in the know head to Ouirgane. Less crowded in summer than the Ourika Valley, it’s the place for peaceful hiking or mountain biking through its stunning red-hued hillsides and evergreen pine forests to secluded Amazigh hamlets.

Tucked into the foothills of the High Atlas, its proximity to both Marrakesh and Imlil makes it the perfect spot to spend a few days resting up at a romantic lodge – complete with a swimming pool and mountain views – after pounding the medina alleyways or trekking up and down Toubkal.

And for adventurous road trippers crossing the Tizi n’Test between Marrakesh and Taroudant, Ouirgane makes an excellent stopover for a sophisticated meal or tasty tajine – you can find them sizzling by the roadside in Ijoukak, especially on Wednesdays when the souq is in full swing.
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TOP TIP

Before or after tackling the Tizi n’Test, stop off at the remote ruins of Tin Mal Mosque, which is open to non-Muslims. Dating back to the 12th century, the striking architecture of the final resting place of the Almohad dynasty is endlessly Instagrammable.



Off-the-Beaten-Track Ouirgane

FIVE VILLAGES

A patchwork of green fields and terraced slopes planted with potatoes, onions, wheat and barley merges with mud-brick villages, towered over by snow-tipped Atlas peaks. There are fig, peach and lemon trees, gnarled silver-grey olive trees and low twisting vines that stretch across the russet-coloured hills. The air is thick with the scent of thyme and rosemary.

Mule tracks lead towards Imareghan Noufla, where distinctive olive oil is still made in an age-old way, using a stone press powered by donkeys. In Anraz, you’ll find vestiges of its Jewish past in the shrines of several revered rabbis. And from the hilltop village of Tikhfist, there are views over the Ouirgane reservoir and the Azzaden Valley.

Close to the ancient mud-brick hamlet of Marigha and its ruined kasbah, the dazzlingly white salt pans of Tinzert are cut into the deep-red earth. Local villagers mine the salt using traditional methods passed down through the generations, pulling up buckets of mineral-rich water from vast wells and pouring them into evaporating pans to wait for salt crystals to form in the sun. The salt is then cleaned, bagged and transported by donkeys to neighbouring villages and markets.

There are numerous hikes, bike rides and mule treks around Ouirgane, best undertaken with a local guide who can point out the valley’s flora, fauna and history. And you might get invited to his home for a mint tea or even a home-cooked tajine.


ASSOCIATION TAMOUNTE

At Association Tamounte in Ouirgane, the women focus on the region’s shaggy boucherouite (boo-shay-reet) rugs, a striking tangle of material scraps from old clothes and recycled remnants of wool. It’s the ultimate in upcycling, with limitless patterns and colour combinations.

At home the rugs are put rag-side up in cold weather and rag-side down when the temperature rises. You can watch the women kneeling in front of vertical looms, deftly weaving the scraps together and creating one-of-a-kind rug art – there’s a small cafe too. And as well as creating income for the women, this nonprofit supports a children’s nursery – a rarity in rural Morocco – and sponsors children whose families can’t afford to pay.



WHERE TO EAT AROUND OUIRGANE

Le Mouflon

This auberge’s pretty garden is the perfect spot for a tasty tajine stuffed with seasonal vegetables. €€

Association Tamounte

Buy a rug and stay to eat, with just-made tajines, couscous, msemen (flatbread) and sweet treats on offer. €

Kasbah Africa

Rustle up your own lunch or dinner on a hands-on, half-day cooking workshop. There’s a pool to cool off in too. €€€



DRIVING TOUR: TAKING THE TIZI N’TEST
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The notorious Tizi n’Test pass is one of the most dramatic – as well as one of the most dangerous – drives in Morocco. Thrill-seekers heading southwest from Marrakesh en route to Taroudant or coastal Agadir should take the scenic R203 over the pass, rather than the newer, speedier and far more sedate A3.

Starting from the 1 Ouirgane, the road wends its way upwards to the stunning spectacle of the 12th-century 2 Tin Mal Mosque, before slipping sinuously through fertile valleys for another 18km to the start of the pass at 3 Mouldikht.

A remarkable feat of French engineering, this small but perfectly formed pass was built between 1926 and 1932, cutting through the Western High Atlas. Only one-car wide in places, with barrier-free precipitous drops to peer over, hair-raising hairpin bends and taxis barrelling around blind bends at high speed, it’s not for the faint-hearted. But if you peel your eyes away from the road for an instant, on a clear day the views over the jagged Atlas peaks and the arid plains of the Souss Massa will take your breath away.

The views are best enjoyed a few hundred metres after the 4 Tizi n’Test high point – a vertigo-inducing 2093m – over a mint tea at the roadside 5 Café La Belle Vue. From there, it’s only around 30km and a 90-minute white-knuckle ride to 6 Tafingoult before the particularly perilous 1600m descent to 7 Taroudant.

In winter, the pass can become snowbound and close at short notice, so check a weather app or with the locals before you set off, and be prepared for mist to descend without warning, limiting visibility.



Visit Tin Mal Mosque

AN ARCHITECTURAL MARVEL

There are only two mosques in Morocco that non-Muslims are allowed to enter – one is in Casablanca, the other is Tin Mal, a magnificent hilltop semi-ruin dating from the 12th century.

The Almohad’s strict spiritual sovereign, Mohammed Ibn Tumart began building the mosque around 1125 as part of a fortified city, and it remained at the religious and cultural centre of the vast Almohad empire until they finally conquered Marrakesh in 1147.

When the rival Merinid dynasty took control in 1269, the Almohads retreated back to Tin Mal, which was captured in 1276, leaving only the sandstone-brick mosque standing. It lay abandoned for many years until it was partially restored in the 1990s. It remains an architectural wonder.

Tin Mal itself is now a small village, but the mosque has an imposing fortress-like appearance from the outside, with its unusual minaret rising from the centre of the building. One of the guardians will usher you through its grand doors and into the serene prayer hall that leads to an elaborate mihrab – the semi-circular niche that faces Mecca. Rose-coloured stone pillars rise all around you to create geometric rows of soaring archways, making it a photographer’s dream.

To visit Tin Mal, you’ll have to take one of Morocco’s most scenic roads. It winds from Marrakesh to Taroudant across the white-knuckle Tizi n’Test pass – stop off for tea or a tajine at Ijoukak, which has a busy souq on Wednesdays.
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Tin Mal Mosque | Simona Pezzi/Shutterstock ©


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN OUIRGANE

Ouirgane Ecolodge

This idyllic ecofriendly lodge has a magical mountain setting, with delicious meals, an outdoor pool and great hiking tours. €€

Le Mouflon

Expect a warm welcome at this small, family-run guesthouse close to the lake, where you can relax among the gorgeous gardens. €

Domaine Malika

This adults-only boutique bolthole is set in peaceful grounds, with stylish rooms – complete with log fires – a pool and a traditional hammam. €€€




Getting Around

Frequent local buses and grands taxis leave south of Bab Er Rob in Marrakesh for Asni. From there, less frequent grands taxis make the 16km journey between Asni and Ouirgane. The surrounding countryside was made for exploring on two feet or two wheels, and you can arrange a guide through your accommodation.





IMILCHIL
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Imilchil sits on a lofty valley on the eastern flanks of the High Atlas, surrounded by mountain peaks, skinny ravines and sweeping vistas. It’s the long-held territory of isolated Imazighen tribes, including the Aït Haddidou, seminomadic shepherds who move with their flocks to greener pastures, while women remain in the village, tending to the crops, guarding the grain and weaving.

This usually peaceful town throngs with people for three days every September as they descend from distant villages for the so-called Marriage Moussem, a fusion of ancient tradition and inter-tribal relations that’s part souq, part celebration.

Paved roads have made Imilchil more accessible, and outside the festival it’s a place to discover traditional Amazigh architecture, with earthen dwellings loomed over by an ornate kasbah and the beautiful alpine Lake Tislet, where you can find budget-friendly accommodation with five-star views.
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Imilchil | Oliver Biallawons/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

You’ll need to book well in advance if you want a room during the Imilchil Marriage Moussem in September. Otherwise, you may end up sleeping in your car, a barn or in one of the tents that enterprising locals set up for the festival.



Imilchil Marriage Moussem

WHAT THE LIVER WANTS

Morocco’s most famous festival honours the Amazigh answer to Romeo and Juliet. The age-old tale of forbidden love between members of two feuding tribes has been passed down through the generations – some say that the star-crossed lovers cried themselves to death, creating the crystal-clear lakes of Isli and Tislit, separated by a mountain.

The three-day festival in September is less about romance and more about a noisy, dusty and chaotic get-together for thousands of outlying Imazighen, giving them a chance to socialise and shop. Despite its name, no weddings take place, but existing couples can sign their marriage documents, while singles can check out a prospective spouse.

Young women don ornate woollen capes in tribal colours and spangled headdresses. They line their eyes with black kohl, paint their cheeks crimson and wander around in small groups giggling and flirting with potential partners – all under the watchful eye of older relatives. Holding hands signals a commitment; unclasping equals rejection. Available men wear white, and it isn’t a woman’s heart they are trying to capture but her liver, Morocco’s symbol of love.

Curlicues of smoke drift up from the myriad alfresco grills, and there’s lively ahidous music, singing and dancing late into the night. And as well as a partner, attendees can pick up a sheep, goat, mule or camel, plus pots and pans, trinkets and textiles at the all-encompassing souq before returning to their lofty villages to wait out winter.
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Musicians, Imilchil Marriage Moussem | Anders Ryman/getty images ©


Amazigh Jewellery

Beautiful though it is, Amazigh jewellery is more than just ornamental. It is a statement of identity, a sign of social status, a portable bank account and an insurance policy. Imazighen brides are gifted jewellery for their dowry – elaborate and heavy headpieces, necklaces and bracelets that are passed down from mother to daughter.

Traditionally made of silver, the jewellery is studded with semi-precious stones, such as amber, coral and lapis lazuli and – depending on the tribe and the region – decorated with ornate filigree and vibrant enamel.

One of the most distinctive pieces is the fibule, a brooch that’s both practical and symbolic, with the inverted triangle representing fertility, home and family.




Getting Around

It’s possible to reach Imilchil without a 4WD along the paved R703 from Tinerhir, 120km to the south, in around three hours; there’s also a scenic paved road from Rich, 138km to the east. Minibuses and grands taxis also ply these routes. Without your own transport, it’s a long haul from Marrakesh, but the easiest route is via Beni-Mellal.







THE SOUTHERN OASES
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ANCIENT KASBAHS, OASES AND SKY-HIGH DUNES

Magnificent mud-brick kasbahs, age-old oases and the Sahara’s sheltering skies: welcome to Morocco’s most fascinating region.
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Ziz Valley | LEONID ANDRONOV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

This region is a visual feast, from the great river valleys of the Drâa, Dadès and Ziz, where the rocky desert is punctuated by shimmering date-palm oases scattered with copper-coloured kasbahs, to fossil-strewn plains and the sculpted sand seas of the Sahara.

Here are the routes of the ancient caravans when hundreds of people and thousands of dromedaries spent months oasis-hopping as they transported gold, salt and slaves from Timbuktu and beyond across the Sahara to Marrakesh and Fez, leaving behind a desert-crossroads culture.

Plenty of surprises are in store for the slow traveller. History buffs and culture vultures can discover an almost-forgotten library filled with ancient texts, delve into chaotic markets with donkey parking lots and visit community-run museums displaying their ancestral traditions with pride – a living history written into the design of a hand-loomed rug or the facial tattoos of Imazighen women.

There are no end of adventures for adrenaline addicts and nature lovers, from hikes around the otherworldly rock formations of the Dadès Gorge to scaling the crags of Jebel Saghro and scrambling up the riven rocks of the Todra Gorge.

It ends in the mystery and serenity of the Sahara surrounding M’Hamid and Merzouga, a place to disconnect from the world and wander the desert dunes like the nomadic tribes of old.
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Dadès Valley | ELENA MOISEEVA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

OUARZAZATE

Fortresses and film sets.

THE DADÈS VALLEY

Rock climbing and hiking.

THE ZIZ VALLEY TO THE SAHARA

Fossils and desert art.

THE DRÂA VALLEY TO THE SAHARA

Kasbahs and dunes.



Find Your Way

The Southern Oases form a vast and varied region stretching from the foothills of the High Atlas to the Saharan sands. We’ve picked the places that capture its history, culture and stunning landscapes.
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Plan Your Time

The Southern Oases are ideal for slow travel. Meander through its oases villages from mountain peaks to desert dunes, stopping to explore markets and museums, sampling its rich history and Amazigh hospitality.
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Erg Chebbi | SmallWorldProduction/Shutterstock ©


Pressed for Time

• Head straight for Merzouga, the gateway to the Sahara and the dunes of Erg Chebbi, and saddle up your camel. You’ll need to spend one night here to fit in riding a dromedary, scaling a dune (and perhaps sandboarding back down) and snapping the stunning play of light at sunset, before feasting around the campfire and stargazing afterward.

• Spend the following morning swaying to the rhythms at Dar Gnaoua in the desert hamlet of Khamlia before hitting the road north to the Middle Atlas.




Four Days to Travel Around

• On the way to Merzouga, get a taste of kasbah culture, starting at the fairy-tale ksar of Aït Ben Haddou and the crumbling kasbah of Telouet outside Ouarzazate. Then head east for glimpses of the dramatic Dadès and Todra gorges before going south to Erg Chebbi.

• After your desert adventure, head north through the lush palmeraies of the Ziz Valley, stopping off at Rissani’s bustling market before a spot of fossil shopping in Erfoud.




If You Have More Time

• After the kasbahs of Ouarzazate, head east to Todra Gorge via Skoura’s picturesque palmeraie and hikes in Rose Valley or Dadès Gorge. Discover a living heritage at Ksar El Khorbat before circling back through the fossil-scattered plains around Alnif on the way to M’Hamid and the sculpted dunes of Erg Chigaga for two nights in the desert.

• On your return from M’Hamid, drive north through the Drâa Valley, detouring to Nkob for hiking at Jebel Saghro, or relaxing by a pool in the oasis towns of Zagora and Agdz.



Seasonal Highlights

Summers are scorching and winters can be cold. Spring and autumn are the ideal time for hiking, climbing and dune-hopping.

JANUARY

The last chance for adventurous runners to sign up for April’s Marathon des Sables, the ‘toughest foot race on earth’.
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FEBRUARY

Winter is a great time to tackle the Jebel Saghro Loop, when the High Atlas Mountains are thick with snow.
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MARCH

The Rallye Aïcha des Gazelles du Maroc, a women-only – and ecofriendly – off-road rally, sets off from the desert (dates can vary).
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MAY

The sweet-scented Rose Festival is on in Kalaat M’Gouna, while the Transahara Music Festival gets the dunes jumping around Merzouga.
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SEPTEMBER

Autumn (and spring) are the best times for desert camping, avoiding searingly hot days and bitterly cold nights.
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OCTOBER

If you’re around Erfoud, drop in on its annual festival celebrating the all-important date harvest.
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NOVEMBER

Mild temperatures make September to November (as well as February to May) perfect for rock climbing in the Todra Gorge.
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OUARZAZATE
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Dubbed ‘the door of the desert’, Ouarzazate’s crossroads location makes it the perfect pit stop between Marrakesh and the Sahara. And after you’ve explored its marvellous mud-brick kasbahs, it’s the launching pad for lush oases, dramatic gorges and soaring mountains.

For centuries, it was a gathering place for traders from the High Atlas and the Sahara who met to do business at the sprawling Taourirt Kasbah. And in the 1920s, the French established a Foreign Legion garrison to oversee their colonial interests.

Today, you might recognise Ouarzazate from its star turns in David Lean’s Lawrence of Arabia or Ridley Scott’s Gladiator, among other blockbusters, and the burgeoning film industry means cinephiles can tour the sets of Morocco’s Hollywood.

Summers here are super-hot, but all that sunshine is being put to good use – just outside the city is the Noor Ouarzazate Solar Complex, the world’s largest concentrated solar power plant.
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TOP TIP

Try to get to Aït Ben Haddou for sunset or sunrise, when the once-mighty cluster of hilltop mud-brick houses shimmer in a golden glow – the crowds will be smaller too. Climb up to its highest point and you’ll be rewarded with dramatic scenery, worthy of Game of Thrones.



Blockbusters at Atlas Studios

DISCOVER MOROCCO’S HOLLYWOOD

Dubbed Morocco’s Hollywood – or Ouarzawood – the Moroccan desertscape has been the setting for many a cinematic epic. The city’s Atlas Studios (ouarzazatestudios.com) has been churning out international blockbusters since 1983 and today it covers a whopping 98,000 sq metres (and counting), making it one of the world’s largest film studios.

To date, more than 200 films and TV programmes have been made here, including Gladiator and Prison Break (Ouarzazate’s Ibn Al Haytham Technical School doubled as a Yemeni prison). Filmmaking has become an important part of the economy of the city, which still boasts plenty of movie memorabilia, gigantic props and solid-looking Styrofoam structures. Many of the multilingual guides have been extras too and willingly share anecdotes.

One of the highlights is the fully fledged fortress from Kingdom of Heaven – repurposed for an appearance in Game of Thrones – a 1km-drive or 15-minute walk through the desert. Climb up its towering walls, from which it’s easy to imagine you’re a swashbuckling action hero or Daenerys Targaryen on a slave-freeing mission.

If you can’t get to Atlas Studios, the Cinema Museum – housed in a former studio opposite the Taourirt Kasbah – will give you a taster of the city’s filmmaking history. Don’t expect any high-tech bells and whistles; it’s a jumbled collection of faded film posters, ancient cinematic equipment and dusty props without any explanations. On the upside, you’re free to pose with them as you wander around the remains of film sets – perhaps perch on a pharaoh’s throne, hang out in a Tibetan temple or drop in on ancient Greece.


MARATHON DES SABLES

If you’re up for the ultimate physical challenge, sign up for the Marathons des Sables (marathondessables.com). First run in 1986, around 25,000 runners from across the globe have already competed in this ultramarathon, ranging in age from 16 to an inspirational 83 years old. The Sahara’s most famous race usually takes place in March or April covering around 250km, split over six days, with the exact route from Ouarzazate a closely guarded secret. Not only do you have to run (you can walk it too) through sand in temperatures hovering around 50°C, you have to carry all your kit. Brutal it may be, but it’s super-organised, with specialist medical teams and copious litres of water available.

Use this QR code to plan your run.
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WHERE TO STAY IN OUARZAZATE

Kasbah Tamsna

Just outside the city, this gorgeous boutique hotel mixes Moroccan architecture with zen decor. €€€

Dar Kamar

Tucked away in Taourirt Kasbah, with African-inspired decor, helpful staff and lovely views from the terrace. €€€

Dar Bergui

This laid-back city-centre guesthouse has rooms set around a pool, and a terrace with stunning Atlas views. €€

Starring Aït Ben Haddou

VISIT A GAME OF THRONES SET

Thanks to some touch-ups, the Unesco-protected mud-brick ksar (fortified village) of Aït Ben Haddou appears frozen in time, barely changed since its days as an 11th-century Almoravid caravanserai on the main trading route between sub-Saharan Africa and Marrakesh.

Its arresting architecture, sublime setting and proximity to the film studios of Ouarzawood have led to starring roles in many a Hollywood blockbuster, including Lawrence of Arabia, Jesus of Nazareth (for which much of the ksar was rebuilt) and The Jewel of the Nile (look out for the Egyptian-style towers). Today, it’s probably most famous for its appearance as Yunkai, a fictional slaver’s city in Game of Thrones.

Entrance to the ksar is free, and inside its walls skinny alleyways meander between red-hued buildings in varying states of repair. Where merchants once came to trade their wares, souvenir shops have taken over. Wind your way up to a ruined igherm (granary) above the ksar for magnificent views over the surrounding palmeraie (palm grove) and unforgiving hamada (stony desert) that stretches beyond the village.

With the help of the Moroccan NGO We Speak Citizen, the ksar’s remaining residents have created a cultural centre with a difference. Set in a restored house, the Maison de l’Oralité Tigmmi N’Wawal aims to document a living heritage through the Amazigh oral tradition of songs and stories, with live events alongside videos, photographs and exhibitions. For some delicious dishes, stop off at Tawesna, to the left of the bridge. It’s a salon de thé (teahouse) run by the ksar’s women’s association.
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Harnessing the Power of the Sun

If you notice a glow around Ouarzazate, it’s probably from the 250m-high Noor III tower at the heart of the world’s largest concentrated solar power plant. Just 20km from the city, this flagship project is the size of 3500 football pitches and is set in a lunar landscape that gets around 3240 hours of sunshine a year. Where better to put thousands of heliostats, 12m-tall mobile mirrors that track the sun like sunflowers?

Noor uses a mix of thermodynamic, thermo-solar and photovoltaic technologies to generate its 580-megawatt output and help Morocco reach its goal of harnessing 80% of its energy from renewables by 2050. To get a closer look, apply via Masen (masen.ma) at least a month in advance.



WHERE TO EAT IN OUARZAZATE

La Kasbah des Sables

Dine on Moroccan and French cuisine in a medley of seductively lit lounges set around a series of patios. €€€

Full Sun

Moroccan classics join pizzas, salads and the best breakfast in town on this friendly cafe’s menu. €

Habous

Head here for moreish pastries, avocado smoothies and good coffee overlooking the lively main square. €

Hand in Hand with Association Afous Gafous

THE WOMEN WEAVERS CREATING CHANGE

There’s a lot of laughter on a visit to this weaving cooperative in the village of Lamdint (34km northwest of Ouarzazate), but Afous Gafous – ‘hand-in-hand’ in Amazigh – is on a serious mission to empower local women.

Since the formidable Fadma founded the association in 2009, it’s worked hard to grow its business, helping local women become financially independent, as well as creating unique and beautiful designs.

The women sing as they demonstrate the weaving process in the sunny courtyard, starting with carding and spinning the sheep’s wool. They use natural dyes and will show you the plants they cook up to make them – perhaps rose madder for pink and onion skins bubbling away in a pot to turn the wool brown.

They make zerbya (pile-knot rugs) and one-of-a-kind bags, but their biggest sellers are hanbels, flat-weave rugs in subtle colours adorned with striking geometric patterns. They take inspiration from the world around them – the tribal tattoos of Imazighen women, the desert’s hues or an old Moroccan movie.

They’re one of the most active groups in the award-winning Anou cooperative (theanou.com), and you can arrange your visit through the website. Order a home-cooked tajine if you’d like to hear more about their lives. Rugs can be made-to-order too, and if you can’t get there in person, you can buy the products online, safe in the knowledge that your money goes directly to the artisans.


FINT OASIS

Get a flavour of life in the palmeraie just 12km from Ouarzazate. The fairy-tale Fint Oasis, ‘hidden’ in Amazigh, appears like a mirage amid the seemingly desolate terrain – four tiny villages where lush palms stretch along a languid river backed by monumental rocks. It’s a place to relax while villagers cultivate their crops, wash clothes in the river and bake bread in the communal oven. You’ll need transport to get here – the road turns rocky as you near Fint, so a 4WD is ideal – or hop in a grand taxi from Ouarzazate. If you decide to linger, there’s a smattering of homestays and simple guesthouses.




THE ANOU COOPERATIVE

The trailblazing Anou Cooperative’s latest project is the Atlas Wool Supply Company in the Aït Bougmez Valley, and it has opened its first artisan-run store in Fez.



WHERE TO STAY IN FINT OASIS

Maison d’Hôte La Roche Noire

Expect a warm welcome, tasty food and live music at this authentic village house. €

Auberge La Terrasse des Delices

Simple rooms are set around a courtyard and a terrace overlooking the oasis. €

Auberge Restaurant Tissili

Choose from en suite rooms or atmospheric Amazigh-style tents in a quieter courtyard. €

Crumbling Glory at Telouet Kasbah

GO OFF THE BEATEN KASBAH TRAIL

Aït Ben Haddou might get all the glory – and the visitors – but this crumbling kasbah, 80km northwest of Ouarzazate, is one of southern Morocco’s most extraordinary sights.

Abandoned for more than half a century, the ancestral home of the ‘Lords of the Atlas’ has fallen into desolate and dramatic ruin. But there are still traces of its former splendour in its few remaining grand salons, where the finest Moroccan artistry is on display in dazzling zellige tilework, ornate stucco and cedarwood ceilings. Legend has it that it took 1000 slaves to build, and the walls and ceilings alone took 300 craftsmen three years to carve.

The strategically placed kasbah is steeped in the history of an all-powerful family and the struggle for Moroccan independence. It was built by famed feudal warlords, the El Glaouis, in the 1860s, who laid claim to the highly lucrative trade routes that crossed the Sahara to Marrakesh.

During the signing of the Protectorate in 1912, Thami El Glaoui sided with the French and was reinstalled as Pasha of Marrakesh. He amassed a fortune by nefarious means and by the 1950s was one of the world’s wealthiest men, mingling with global glitterati and throwing lavish parties in Marrakesh and Telouet. Meanwhile, his dungeons overflowed with his enemies.

In 1953 he helped to engineer the exile of Sultan Mohammed V, but only two years later, after France agreed to Morocco’s independence, he was pictured grovelling before the sultan begging his forgiveness. He was pardoned but died at Telouet in 1956, after which much of the family’s riches were confiscated by the state and their kasbahs, scattered across the Atlas and beyond, left to decay.
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Interior detail, Telouet Kasbah | Pav-Pro Photography Ltd/Shutterstock ©


Taourirt Kasbah

On the edge of Ouarzazate, this enormous family home was built by the El Glaouis in the 19th century. Following independence, it fell into decay but was partially restored by Unesco in the 1990s, as well as having a side hustle as a Hollywood set in films such as Gladiator and The Sheltering Sky. While Telouet was the chief’s residence, in its heyday the 300-room Taourirt was occupied by his numerous relatives, along with a host of servants, craftsmen and merchants.

For a glimpse of its bygone grandeur follow the twisting staircases to the top floor, where you’ll find rooms decorated with elaborate stucco, painted cedarwood and an original woven reed (tataoui) ceiling.




Getting Around

You can get around the city on foot and using petits taxis, and there are minibuses and grands taxis to Aït Ben Haddou and Telouet. For detours to the desert, it’s best to hire a car, although you can get a bus to M’Hamid (around seven hours). Grands taxis depart from outside the central bus station, heading east to Skoura and Kalaat M’Gouna, and south to Zagora and Agdz. If you’re short on time, there are direct flights to Ouarzazate from Casablanca, Paris, Marseille and London.





DRIVING TOUR: TAKE THE TIZI N’TICHKA
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If you take the N9 south from 1 Marrakesh, around halfway to Ouarzazate you’ll encounter one of Morocco’s most dramatic drives. Built by the French in 1936 to replace the old caravan route to the Drâa, the Tizi n’Tichka reaches the heady heights of 2260m. It’s even higher than the Tizi n’Test to the west, but it’s an easier drive through a parched but no less spectacular landscape.

Around 45 minutes from Marrakesh, the road climbs steeply beyond the town of  2 Aït Ourir, flanked by towering oaks and walnut groves as it twists past villages on its way to the popular pit stop of 3 Taddert.

Beyond Taddert, the higher the road winds, the more barren the landscape becomes. There are jaw-dropping views over rugged peaks and around every switchback turn, and several cafes where you can stop for tea and a photo. You hit the high point of the pass at 4 Tizi n’Tichka, which has panoramic vistas.

As you wind downwards, you can continue on the speedy N9 through Igherm and be in Ouarzazate in 90 minutes. Or take the scenic route through the verdant Ounila Valley by turning off onto the P1506 around 20km after the pass. Within an hour you’ll reach the crumbling 5 Telouet Kasbah. Then aim to reach 6 Aït Ben Haddou for golden hour.

From Telouet Kasbah, continue along the P1506 south for 57km until you rejoin the N9 for a further 21km to the western outskirts of 7 Ouarzazate.

Try to travel in the morning to avoid the truck and coach traffic, and don’t attempt it after dark. It can be closed due to snow from December to March.





THE DADÈS VALLEY
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Sandwiched between the snow-dusted peaks of the High Atlas to the north and the lunar landscape of the Jebel Saghro to the south, the Dadès Valley is sprinkled with crumbling mud-brick castles that give the region its whimsical nickname: ‘The Valley of a Thousand Kasbahs’.

The austere beauty of the plain mingles with rose-strewn valleys and oases brimming with swaying date palms. But the two ancient gorges that cut through the valley steal the show: the Dadès Gorge and its snaking road meander through a fertile strip of land, while the Todra Gorge’s carved red limestone cliffs rise up to meet brilliant blue skies.

Paved roads cut through the region, but some of its finest vistas are only glimpsed when travelling on foot, along hidden mule tracks between the gorges and the Aït Atta’s nomadic trails that crisscross the Jebel Saghro mountains.
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Todra Gorge | Nicram Sabod/Shutterstock ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Kasbah Amridil

2Ksar El Khorbat

3Musée Memoire de Ouarzazate

4Todra Gorge

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5Aventures Verticales Maroc

SLEEPING

6Kasbah Petit Nomade

SHOPPING

7La Poterie Chez La Famille Kabor




TOP TIP

The high walls of the Todra Gorge are Morocco’s top rock-climbing spot. With a raft of official routes scattered around its crags – as well as North Africa’s first via ferrata – it’s a great place to learn. There’s something for all abilities, from novices to experienced rock climbers.
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Pattes Des Singes | A.Pushkin/Shutterstock ©

Skoura’s Palmeraie

LIFE IN THE OASIS

Like a green carpet providing relief from the red-hued rocky landscape all around, Skoura was once a rest stop for desert caravans. Today, its stunning mud-brick kasbahs and stylish lodgings mean it remains a seductive stopover.

You’ll need transport to get around, but its Unesco-protected palmeraie – the ‘Oasis of 1000 palms’ – is best explored on foot, on two wheels or by donkey. More than 20 date varieties flourish here, alongside 100 bird species, and its patchwork of vegetable plots is still watered by ancient khettara, an underground irrigation system of canals, levers and locks. Contact Toufiq Mousaoui (tmousaoui0@gmail.com) for a guided tour.

Skoura’s grandest kasbah is the postcard-perfect 17th-century Amridil. You’ll get a feel for traditional kasbah life as you explore its dark, twisting alleyways, intricately woven reed ceilings, olive press, still-functioning bread ovens and sweeping roof-terrace views.

To discover more southern Imazighen traditions, drop in on the small but fascinating Musée Memoire de Ouarzazate, where anthropologist Abdelmoula El Moudahab will escort you around the exhibits, including an assortment of primitive but effective door locks, coins studded with amber and coral, and ancient architectural drawings of a kasbah.

And on a visit to La Poterie Chez La Famille Kabor, Mohamed will demonstrate the time-honoured process of handcrafting giant urns – along with portable plates, cups and bowls – from energetically crushing the clay with a wooden bat to working the wheel with the heel of his foot.


WHY I LOVE SKOURA

Sarah Gilbert, writer

After the hustle of city life, Skoura moves at a more languid pace. In the labyrinthine palmeraie, time may appear to have stopped, but tucked down its dusty lanes I was delighted to find stylish boutique boltholes that wouldn’t look out of place on the pages of a design magazine. In the mornings, I like to borrow a bike and cycle lazily among the date palms, shaded by rustling fronds and serenaded by birdsong. Then it’s time to laze around a Hockney-blue pool, before a farm-to-table feast of Skoura’s surprisingly bountiful produce and an evening of stargazing.



WHERE TO STAY IN SKOURA

L’Ma Lodge

Decorated with art and antiques, this gorgeous lodge has a palm-fringed pool and an excellent restaurant. €€€

Les Jardins de Skoura

An intimate guesthouse surrounded by lush gardens, with a pool, roof terrace and art-filled rooms. €€€

Auberge Chez Talout

This hilltop guesthouse comes with oasis views, pool, restaurant and plenty of places to lounge. €€€

Kalaat M’Gouna’s Festival of Roses

MOROCCO’S MOST FRAGRANT FESTIVAL

Stop and smell the roses as the city of Kalaat M’Gouna celebrates the fragrant blooms that flourish in the M’Goun Valley – aka the Valley of the Roses – in the lively three-day Rose Festival.

During the main growing season of April to mid-May, the valley produces a staggering 4000 tonnes of wild Damask roses; according to folklore, they were brought here centuries ago by an Amazigh trader from Damascus.

At harvest time, women set out before dawn to gather the roses by hand before selling them to cooperatives scattered across the valley. Local distilleries use the petals in rosewater and all manner of lotions and potions, as well as drying them on rooftops to make potpourri. But – thanks to the roses’ heady aroma – many of them are snapped up by French perfumers.

The festival is a sea of pink – roses are everywhere, tied together in heart-shaped garlands strung from street lights and fashioned into necklaces and bracelets – with much music, singing and dancing. And look out for the star of the show, the newly crowned Rose Queen, who presides over a rose-petal-strewn parade.

The date of the festival is linked to the harvest and is thus a moveable feast, but it usually takes place from mid-May to early June, beginning on a Friday, with the main events running over the weekend.

If you don’t make it to the festival, check out the Unité de Distillation de Rose, where the shelves are piled high with rose products, from soaps and perfumes to balms that claim to make you look years younger.
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Amridil | Philip Reeve/Shutterstock ©


Hiking the Valley of the Roses

Along with Boumalne Dadès, Kalaat M’Gouna is one of the two northern entry points to Jebel Saghro and the last stop of the five-day Jebel Saghro Loop. But if you don’t have the time or energy for that, there are more leisurely rambles and easy-to-moderate day hikes to take around the valley – go in April or May, and you might catch women plucking the famed roses from hedgerows.

Your kasbah accommodation will be able to supply rough hiking maps or, if you don’t want to go it alone, can put you in touch with a local guide – often they lead tours themselves – and can send a vehicle to pick you up on point-to-point trails.



WHERE TO STAY IN KALAAT M’GOUNA & THE TODRA GORGE

Kasbah Itran

This convivial kasbah-style guesthouse in Kalaat M’Gouna boasts stellar views and runs excellent hiking tours. €€

Kasbah Assafar

In Kalaat M’Gouna, this is owned by an experienced mountain guide. Ask for a room with a valley view. €€

Kasbah Petit Nomade

In Todra Gorge, this friendly, family-run guesthouse comes with oasis views and plenty of local knowledge. €€

Climbing Adventures in the Todra Gorge

BETWEEN ROCK AND A HARD PLACE

One of Morocco’s most spectacular natural wonders, the Todra Gorge, 90km east of Kalaat M’Gouna, is a series of limestone canyons carved out over the centuries by a once-powerful river. The gorge walls soar to 300m in places, while it’s just 10m across at its narrowest point – try to visit in the morning when the sun lights up the rippling red rock.

A paved road leads to the gorge and the obligatory photo stops, but beyond the tour buses and picnicking families, it’s prime climbing territory. If you have a head for heights, you can hone your scaling skills with challenging sport climbs, alongside top rope, multi-pitch and traditional climbs. For experienced climbers, Pillar du Couchant close to the gorge’s entrance offers classic long climbs, while the Petite Gorge is better for beginners.

Aventures Verticales Maroc (climbing-in-morocco.com) has repaired many of the routes and created North Africa’s first via ferrata. It can provide equipment – including a good selection of ropes, harnesses, helmets, quickdraws, carabiners and climbing shoes – from its base in Tizgui (about 14km north of Tinerhir). It also offers half- to multiday climbing tours with top-notch guides.

If climbing isn’t your thing, it also offers guided hikes for all abilities, from a morning exploring the nomadic shepherds’ tracks that crisscross the area, to a three-day trek across the high plateau to the Dadès Gorge.



DRIVING TOUR: DRIVING THE DADèS GORGE
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The drive through the 45km-long Dadès Gorge is one of the most scenic in Morocco, with its crumbling kasbahs, earthen Imazighen villages and eye-catching rock formations. Heading east along the N10 from the palm-fringed oasis town of 1 Skoura, stop to pick up some rose-related products as you pass through 2 Kalaat M’Gouna, which plays host to the fragrant Festival of Roses in May.

At 3 Boumalne Dadès, swap to the R704 to follow the gorge’s twists and turns. Around 9km in, look up to see the postcard-perfect Glaoui kasbah of 4 Aït Youl looming over the road. Climb up to explore the abandoned ochre fortress for panoramic valley views and an unexpectedly lush backdrop of fig and almond trees.

After another 8km, you’ll spot the  5 Pattes Des Singes (Monkey’s Fingers) rising from the parched riverbed near the village of Tamellalt – otherworldly sandstone rock formations, sculpted by time and the elements. If you have time to linger, you can hike among its slot canyons.

As the gorge narrows around 26km in, the road crosses the river and rises in a series of hair-raising switchbacks worthy of any Bond film. Take a mint tea break on the terrace of the 6 Café Restaurant Timzzillite for stellar views over the serpentine road before heading back down.

Spend the night at the 7 Auberge Chez Pierre where the stylish rooms are carved into the gorge wall. A flaming sunset is best viewed from the poolside sundeck or one of the plant-filled terraces. Then sit down to a delicious six-course dinner, where seasonal Moroccan produce meets Mediterranean cuisine. There’s a good wine list too.



The Reinvention of Ksar El Khorbat

EXPLORE A LIVING MUSEUM

Step out of the dazzling desert sunlight and into the shadows of a living ksar. Like a mud-brick micro-medina, this fortified village, 53km east of the Todra Gorge, is surrounded by high walls, with interlinked houses and public spaces, including a mosque, bathhouse, and a square for souqs and celebrations.

Constructed in the 1860s, by the turn of the 21st century Ksar El Khorbat (elkhorbat.com) needed help – both to conserve its architectural and cultural heritage and to move forward. It came in financial and practical form from Barcelona’s School of Technical Architects.

The ksar was sensitively restored and reinvented as an award-winning ecotourism project. Today around half of its dwellings are still inhabited, while others house a museum, guesthouse, restaurant and women’s craft workshop. And its sustainable setup means the sun heats the water, lighting is low energy, waste is recycled and indigenous plants are grown in the garden.

The museum is a labour of love, showcasing artefacts, tools, weaving and pottery that makes the ksar experience come alive. And a stay at the cosy guesthouse is an opportunity to explore off-the-tourist-track places such as the Ferkla Oasis. Guests are encouraged to borrow a bike, and after a hot day’s sightseeing, there’s a pool to cool off in.

You can also take a workshop with a local artist, discover how to rustle up tadelakt (polished plaster) or a tasty tajine, and learn to speak a smattering of the local Amazigh language. And photographers could spend hours capturing the play of light and shade within the ksar’s walls.


HIKING THE TODRA LOOP

If you feel like an energetic morning hike, set off on the three-hour, self-guided loop from north of the gorge to the Amazigh village of Tizgui, south of the gorge. Thirty minutes beyond the main gorge is the Petite Gorge, where you’ll find a trailhead near Auberge Le Festival. Take the well-defined, left-hand track heading southwest and hike up to the pass; from there head southeast to the next pass. This is a good place to go off-piste to peer over the rim of the gorge, but take care: the winds can be strong up here. From the second pass, descend to Tizgui and stroll through the palmeraie back to the gorge.




Getting Around

A car is ideal for getting to isolated places in the Dadès Valley. Buses and grands taxis work the main road (the N10) east from Ouarzazate to Tinejdad, via Skoura, Kalaat M’Gouna, Boumalne Dadès and Tinerhir (a transport hub, from where you can bus back to Marrakesh in around eight hours), and onwards to Erfoud, Errachidia and Merzouga for the dunes of Erg Chebbi.





HIKING TOUR
The Jebel Saghro Loop

Sandwiched between the High Atlas and the Sahara, the crowd-free Saghro Massif possesses a stark beauty, with yawning canyons, otherworldly rock formations and bone-dry desertscapes. This five-day hardcore hike starts near Boumalne Dadès and ends at Kalaat M’Gouna. Find a licensed local guide, or join a tour. It’s perfect during the winter months – summers get hot and you need to watch out for snakes.
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Jebel Saghro | Sake van Pelt/Shutterstock ©

Day 1 Tagdilt to the Assif Ouarg Valley

From the trailhead village of Tagdilt, follow the dirt road for 11km to the crossroads of Imi n’Ouarg. Here a narrower trail turns southwest beside the school and continues up the winding Assif Ouarg Valley beneath the summit of Jebel Kouaouch. After about 4.5km, the trail ends and a mule track takes over, climbing 2km to the valley end.

The Hike: Duration five hours, distance 16km, ascent 566m, descent 32m.

Day 2 Assif Ouarg Valley to Irhazzoun n’Imlas

Climb 200m towards the lunar landscape of the 2479m-high plateau behind Jebel Kouaouch (2595m) – ascend the peak for sweeping views. Follow the trail down and southwest to a windswept valley, turning west towards a trail running below the striking Tête de Chameau rock formation. Follow the trail under the dramatic Needles of Saghro for nearly 3.5km, then a mule track winds down to Irhazzoun n’Imlas.

The Hike: Duration seven to eight hours, distance 20km, ascent 507m, descent 1436m.

Day 3 Irhazzoun n’Imlas to Assaka n’Aït Ouzzine

Take the right-hand track northwest towards a sheer cliff – the rocky path leads beneath it and up into a valley. The trail loops round the north side of Jebel Tassigdelt Si El Haj (1722m) and south towards Tiguiza village and into a narrow, palm-studded valley. It winds past the village of Ighissi and up to Assaka n’Aït Ouzzine (1584m), a picturesque village with an old fortified granary.

The Hike: Duration five to six hours, distance 21km, ascent 531m, descent 239m.

Day 4 Assaka n’Aït Ouzzine to Imi n’Isimdal

The trail leads out of the valley and onto a rocky steppe, running for 9km to Tagmout, sandwiched between 2000m ridges. From there, the trails heads northeast, climbing over 300m to Tizi n’Tagmout (2038m), with stunning views over the M’Goun Massif. The track continues due north, mostly in a gentle descent. Nearly 11km after the pass is the hamlet of Imi n’Isimdal.

The Hike: Duration seven to eight hours, distance 24km, ascent 600m, descent 529m.

Day 5 Imi n’Isimdal to Kalaat M’Gouna

Between rolling hills, the trail west out of Imi n’Isimdal reveals views of M’Goun and Siroua. Continue north along a well-worn track that leads down a gully towards the Dadès Valley. Soon you’ll see the village of Aït Youl on your left and the valley dotted with ancient kasbahs. Head right to Aït Haroun and the bridge over the Dadès River; nearby is the road to Kalaat M’Gouna.

The Hike: Duration three to four hours, distance 14km, ascent 50m, descent 175m.





THE ZIZ VALLEY TO THE SAHARA
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Snaking down a series of dramatic gorges, the Oued Ziz brings to life the last luxuriant palmeraies of the Ziz Valley and the Tafilalt, before fading into the rose-gold dunes around Merzouga.

If you’re travelling along the N13, the French-built garrison town of Errachidia is a good place to refuel between Merzouga and Midelt. And stop off for fossil shopping in Erfoud or for the fossil-hunting grounds around Alnif to the west.

If you have time to linger, Rissani, south of Erfoud, is the cradle of the Alaouite dynasty and a former trans-Saharan stopover that springs to life for its thrice-weekly souq, which is as much about social gatherings as shopping.

In Rissani you’ll also find the – almost-lost – 8th-century city of Sijilmassa, a fabled oasis trading post that grew rich from gold. Few outward signs of this once-magnificent city remain – its kasbahs, mosques and mint are now entombed in sand awaiting excavation.
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Ziz Valley | Albert Garrido/Shutterstock ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Erg Chebbi

SIGHTS

2Goldene Spirale

3Himmelstreppe

4Kasbah Ouzina

5Stadt des Orion

SLEEPING

6Ali & Sara’s Desert Palace

7Haimas Madu

8Tassili Luxury Desert Camp

9Tiziri Camp

SHOPPING

10Depot Nomade




TOP TIP

If you’ve got a 4WD at your disposal, head off-road to see Hannsjörg Voth’s monumental sculptures in the Marha Plain northwest of Erfoud. This striking trio of land art marries traditional architecture, local materials, the desolation of the desert and cosmic curiosity.



Fossil Hunting Around Alnif & Erfoud

MOROCCO’S FOSSIL FOREVER

Don’t know your Harpes from your Hollardops? Then head to diminutive Alnif, sitting on a dusty stretch of the N12 between Tazzarine and Rissani, 100km west of Erfoud. The self-styled ‘Trilobite Capital of the World’ is a paradise for everyone from fossil finders to professional palaeontologists.

Millions of years ago, a sea covered this now-arid region where trilobites scuttled along the seabed and enormous schools of Orthoceras – a squid-like species of nautiloid – swam above. When they died, their shells became preserved in gooey mud awaiting rediscovery.

The Alnif Basin is a goldmine for Cambrian, Ordovician and Devonian trilobites, and the man to help you find these ancient aquatics is geologist Mohand Ihmadi (alnifearth@gmail.com), whose Alnif store is a treasure trove of trilobites, minerals and meteorites. He’s also setting up a small museum devoted to his triple passions of geology, palaeontology and archaeology.

Mohand leads tours to fossil-hunting sites, from a few hours rooting around for trilobites close to Alnif to multiday excursions. Go searching for spiral-shaped goniatites, corals and sea lilies around Erfoud, or go to quartz sites of blue azurite and green malachite; there are prehistoric burial mounds (tumuli) and petroglyphs to discover too.

For casual fossil shoppers, prices depend on rarity, condition and quality, and can range from a few dirhams to tens of thousands of dirhams for museum-worthy specimens. Fakes abound, so head to a reputable store.
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Fossils captured in marble, Erfoud | Galumphing Galah/Shutterstock ©


Choosing Your Desert Camp

There are a glut of camps tucked into the Erg Chebbi dunes and asking a few key questions will help you decide between them. What does it cost? With everything from basic tents to en suite glamping on offer, make sure you know what’s included in the price. How far is it to the camp site? Camel riding is fun, but first-timers won’t want to plod through the desert for hours and 4WD transport is often charged separately. How big is the camp? If you harbour a romantic vision of being solo under the stars, go for a small and secluded camp. And finally, does it care for the desert? Many camps dump their waste in dry riverbeds, but Tiziri Camp is an ecofriendly choice.



BEST FOSSIL SHOPS IN ALNIF & ERFOUD

Ihmadi Trilobites Centre

Mohand’s small store in Alnif is piled high with well-priced fossils for hobbyists and serious collectors.

Tahiri Museum of Fossils & Minerals

This museum near Erfoud puts rare specimens on display and more familiar fossils on sale.

Fossiles d’Erfoud

Choose from tiny trilobites to cretaceous-period coffee tables at this cavernous store.

Hannsjörg Voth’s Desert Sculptures

CATCH A CELESTIAL ART SHOW

Morocco has long attracted visionaries, and the lure of the desert’s vast open spaces and endless skies proved irresistible to Hannsjörg Voth, a German artist known for his large-scale sculptural works. With the help of local artisans – and a mix of mathematics, folklore and astronomy – he created, over 20 years, a trio of monumental sculptures on the arid Marha Plain.

Voth’s first sculpture was the Himmelstreppe (Stairway to Heaven), built between 1980 and 1987. In the middle of nowhere, a triangular staircase climbs to 16m above the desert floor, uniting earth and sky and casting a shadow – from both the sun and the moon – that rotates around the tower.

In 1997 came the Goldene Spirale (Golden Spiral). From above, it resembles a nautilus shell with the geometric perfection of the golden ratio. At ground level, a 260m stone ramp winds around until it’s 6m high. His final sculpture, the Stadt des Orion (City of Orion), was completed in 2003. Like an ethereal kasbah, seven rectangular watchtowers reflect the brightest stars in its namesake constellation.

The rammed-earth structures were destined to dissolve into the desert over time; now they’re protected, and it’s no longer possible to climb all over them. Intrepid art lovers will need a 4WD to reach them – they’re a bone-jangling 90-minute, off-road ride northwest of Erfoud – but the remote location only adds to their magnificence and mystery.


Dancing in the Desert

The hypnotic rhythms of gnaoua are often associated with the seaside city of Essaouira but in Khamlia, musicians have stayed true to their sub-Saharan African roots. It’s the base of the celebrated gnaoua group Les Pigeons du Sable, and at the cultural centre-cafe Dar Gnaoua, there are always musicians on hand to perform to an enthusiastic crowd, shaking krakebs (metallic castanets), strumming the lute-like sintir and keeping the beat on tbel drums. For four nights in May, the dunes around Merzouga vibrate to the sounds of the Transahara electronic music festival (dunescandance.com). Expect top international DJs manning the decks and an eclectic crowd rocking the desert dance floor and communing with the cosmos.



WHERE TO STAY IN MERZOUGA

Chez Youssef

Affable Youssef’s guesthouse offers delicious home-cooked meals, along with good-value desert tours. €

Maison Merzouga

Expect plenty of Amazigh hospitality at this spacious family-run guesthouse, and a pool to cool off in. €€

Riad Madu

In Hassi Labied, this super-stylish desert hotel complete with pool looks right out onto dunes. €€€

Into the Sahara at Merzouga

AT THE DESERT’S EDGE

Merzouga – and its twin village, Hassi Labied – is the place to arrange a camel safari, sandboarding, quad biking and desert camping around the sky-high dunes of Erg Chebbi, Morocco’s most accessible stretch of Sahara.

A more unusual draw is psammotherapy, or sand bathing – the Imazighen have been tapping into its reputed health benefits for centuries. A human-sized hole is dug in the sand and allowed to heat up under the Saharan sun. After you lie down, you’ll be buried up to your neck (wear a hat) and left to sweat it out for around 10 minutes before being wrapped in warm towels and plied with tea. A bain de sable (sand bath) is best taken in summer – the sweltering months of July and August are ideal – but don’t try it if you have a heart condition or high blood pressure.

If you’ve time for some retail therapy, Depot Nomade in Hassi Labied is a one-stop shop for Moroccan crafts. The mud-brick store has a seemingly never-ending series of interconnected rooms where you’ll find everything from inlaid mirrors to studded leather bags and Amazigh jewellery. At La Dune Dorée, you can pick up health-giving natural oils made from argan, almond, prickly pear and saffron.

It’s also worth visiting the hamlet of Khamlia, 6km south of Merzouga. It’s home to Dar Gnaoua and Chez Les Artistes, a small gallery and cafe owned by an artistic French-Amazigh couple – he created the music-themed metal sculpture at the entrance to the village. They serve good coffee, too.


Taouz

For a real end-of-the-world feel, head to Taouz around 22km south of Merzouga – the road doesn’t so much stop here as get swallowed up by the desert. The 2km stretch of dunes at Ouzina (30km southwest of Taouz) is a Saharan secret known only to desert doyens where, amid the desert wilderness, sits the Kasbah Ouzina (ouzina.com), a base for dromedary rides, fossil hunts and visits to nomadic camps. From there you can take the bumpy seven-hour journey west towards the Drâa Valley, emerging south of Zagora, but don’t even think of doing it without a 4WD, GPS, plenty of food and water, spare fuel, a satellite phone and – ideally – a desert-savvy guide.

Use this QR code to plan your desert adventure.
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WHERE TO STAY IN ERG CHEBBI

Tassili Luxury Desert Camp

Away from the crowds and surrounded by towering dunes, this is glamping at its finest. €€€

Haimas Madu

For a memorable night in the Sahara, spacious tents are set in a secluded area of the dunes. €€€

Ali & Sara’s Desert Palace

This husband-and-wife team have created a personalised experience that stays true to Amazigh culture. €€€

Otherworldly Erg Chebbi

SHAPE-SHIFTING DUNES

Legend has it that when a wealthy family refused hospitality to a poor woman and her son, God was offended and buried them under the mounds of sand known as Erg Chebbi.

Shape-shifting over 30km from north to south and reaching the heady heights of 160m in places, this burnt-orange sand sea rises dramatically above the pancake-flat hamada (hard-packed stony desert). At its most beautiful at sunset, the dunes turn from orange to pink and purple, and the sky turns into a blanket of glittering stars.

The camps are a pebble’s throw from Merzouga, close enough to give you just enough of a camel massage and a mere 15-minute drive in a 4WD. Sunset walks – arrange a camel ride from camp if you want to get a footprint-free shot of the dunes – and campfire drumming sessions come as standard, and you might get to tuck into madfouna, or ‘Berber pizza’, a stuffed flatbread baked in a fire pit buried in the sand.

But Erg Chebbi’s beauty and accessibility have a price. Good roads leading to Merzouga from Midelt and Ouarzazate mean that camps have sprung up like palm trees in an oasis. In high season (spring and autumn), convoys of 4WDs churn up dust clouds as they race across the desert dropping off people and supplies to the camps, your camel caravan could be overtaken by quad bikes, and you might be across a dune from another camp.

While you won’t have it all to yourself, choose your camp wisely or go out of season, and it’ll fulfil all your desert dreams.
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Getting Around

The N13 runs from Erfoud to Rissani and on to Merzouga, where most of the guesthouses and hotels are down marked dirt tracks – they’re fine to reach in a 2WD, but don’t head off into the sand as you could get stuck. Minibuses pick up or drop off in Hassi Labied just before Merzouga; let your accommodation know. Grands taxis leave from Merzouga for Rissani, but transport is harder to come by for Khamlia and Taouz to the south; if you don’t have your own vehicle, you might have to pay for all the grand taxi seats. From Merzouga, it’s a short 4WD drive – or a longer camel ride – to the desert camps.





THE DRÂA VALLEY TO THE SAHARA
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One of the country’s most scenic stretches, the Drâa Valley winds its way from Ouarzazate over the jagged peaks of the Jebel Saghro to the serenity of the Sahara Desert.

Stretching for 1100km, the Drâa is Morocco’s longest river and an oasis refuge for what is arguably the defining image of the south: ancient earth-coloured ksour (fortified villages) and fortress kasbahs towering over endless green palmeraies.

Its rich history is tangible in prehistoric rock engravings, ancient libraries and community-run museums that tell the story of warring nomadic tribes and trans-Saharan caravan routes that enabled trade between Amazigh, Jewish, African and Christian merchants. But it’s a living history: drop in on rural villages sheltered in idyllic palm oases, and it seems that life has barely changed for centuries, with crops watered in the age-old way, clothes washed in the river and homes built from the earth.
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Drâa Valley | Javier Hueso/Shutterstock ©
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SIGHTS

1Bab n’Ali

2Erg Chigaga

3Erg Zahar

4Jebel Saghro

SLEEPING

5Camp Al Koutban

6Desert Candles Camp

7Erg Chigaga Luxury Desert Camp




TOP TIP

Hiring a car, or a car and a driver, means that you can explore the best-kept secrets of the Drâa Valley at your own speed, hopping between oasis market towns and ancient ksour, mountains and desert at your own speed.



WHERE TO STAY IN NKOB

Kasbah Baha Baha

This restored kasbah hotel comes with a gorgeous garden, gourmet dining and stunning oasis views. €€

Kasbah Hôtel Aït Omar

A top-notch restaurant and sublime village views from the crenellated rooftop and descending terraces. €€

Auberge Kasbah Ennakhile

On the road out of town, the expansive terrace offers panoramic views over the palmeraie. €€

The Secret’s Out in Nkob

THE VILLAGE OF 45 KASBAHS

If you’ve never heard of Nkob, you’re not alone. Sitting in a prime position between the Drâa and the Ziz Valleys and the Dadès and Todra Gorges – but off the two main routes to the desert – it still feels like a well-kept secret, even if many of its earthen kasbahs are now gorgeous guesthouses.

It’s the land of the formidable Aït Atta tribe, taking its name from a hilltop cave and nomadic rest stop. Some of the Aït Atta still follow the seasonal migration, leaving behind the scorched desert in spring and heading north with their families and livestock to the green pastures of the High Atlas.

Every Sunday, villagers descend on Nkob to stock up at the souq. Look out for henna, a thorny shrub that grows wild in the mountains – harvested twice a year, the leaves are shade-dried and ground into a fine powder.

You can also pick up traditional walking sandals made from leather, rope and used tyre treads at the cupboard-sized Aït Atta Chassures on the main street – they’re more comfortable than they sound and surprisingly stylish.

When it comes to footwear, hikers should come equipped with boots: Nkob is the southern gateway to the stark and stunning Jebel Saghro Massif. If you don’t want to tackle the five-day hike, there’s a three-day loop from here and plenty of shorter hikes, taking in the spectacular rock pinnacles of Bab n’Ali or Neolithic rock art.

Road trippers can view the mountains on the white-knuckle, rocky ride north over the Tizi n’Tazazert pass (2283m) and through the rippling rock formations of the Taggourt Plateau, before dropping down to the Dadès Valley.
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Bab n’Ali | Leo Kohout/Shutterstock ©


Know Your Ksar from Your Kasbah

A ksar is a fortified village, while a kasbah is a fortified abode built for the ruling family. In the south, that means high, thick, almost windowless walls etched with striking geometric symbols that provided protection not only from would-be marauders but also from scorching summers and harsh winters. During the days of the trans-Saharan caravans, they were pit stops for powerful merchants who could safely stash away their gold and slaves.

These imposing edifices have a timeless quality – more contemporary kasbahs are built in the same way as a centuries-old pasha’s palace – but the earthen walls become eroded by the elements and, without conservation, are soon reduced to atmospheric ruin.



WHERE TO STAY IN ZAGORA

Azalai Desert Lodge

Amid the palmeraie, this garden oasis comes with a pool, hammocks and eight artfully decorated rooms. €€€

Dar Pienatcha

This French-family-owned guesthouse boasts a palm-fringed pool, friendly staff and alfresco dining. €€

Riad Dar Sofian

A stylish, kasbah-style hotel on the palmeraie’s edge, with contemporary decor, a pool and an organic garden. €€€



ROAD TRIP
Ouarzazate to M’Hamid, the Road to the Desert

Travellers who whizz straight from Ouarzazate to M’Hamid are missing out on some fascinating stops along the N9, the dusty highway to the desert. For those with time to spare, spreading the journey over two or three days will give you a real taste for one of the most fascinating and scenic stretches along the Drâa River valley.
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Tamegroute | BZ Travel/Shutterstock ©

1 Agdz

After negotiating the curves of the Tizi n’Tinififft pass (1600m), around 53km south of Ouarzazate, stop off in the peaceful oasis town of Agdz. The eco-conscious Kasbah Azul (kasbahazul.com) makes a delightful base from which to stroll around its still-pristine, kasbah-studded palmeraie, hike to the top of 1531m Jebel Kissane for valley views or around Tizgui Waterfall, or shop for handcrafted pots and baskets at the Thursday souq.

The Drive: Follow the N9 south from Ouarzazate for round 71km.

2 Tamnougalt

Perched on a hilltop is one of the Drâa Valley’s star turns: Tamnougalt’s magnificent 16th-century mud-brick ksar is one of the oldest still standing. Three hundred families once lived here, but today just 20 or so remain. Tour the maze of rooms at the small museum (instagram.com/kasbahdescaids) with a descendant of the qaid (local chief), including his office, hammam and passageways, and don’t miss the views.

The Drive: Around 8km south of Agdz, off the N9.

3 Timidarte

The village of Timidarte offers a taste of local life. A section of the 17th-century ksar has been restored by local craftsmen as an ecofriendly guesthouse (kasbahtimidarte.com), with some of the profits going towards community projects. Villagers will introduce you to the palmeraie, demonstrate the art of henna and host cooking classes. The village also has a small cooperative that turns local dates into delicious jams and syrups.

The Drive: Down a dirt road off the N9, around 24km from Tamnougalt.

4 Tamegroute

Visit the town of Tamegroute for its warren of family-run potteries that still produce distinctive green-glazed ceramics, and for its scholarly library built around the tomb of a revered 16th-century Sufi saint. The library is home to some of Morocco’s most ancient texts; among the 4000 that remain are manuscripts with exquisite calligraphy and an 11th-century Quran written on gazelle hide.

The Drive: Along the N9, 75km from Timidarte and 22km south of Zagora.

5 Tinfou Dunes

Just off the N9 (70km from M’Hamid) sit the Tinfou Dunes, where stargazers can hole up at Kasbah Hotel SaharaSky (saharasky.net), North Africa’s first private observatory. Astronomers and astro-photographers can study the constellations through one of several state-of-the-art telescopes, without interference from clouds or light pollution. Or drop in for dinner with guided stargazing.

The Drive: Carry on along the N9 for 71km to M’Hamid.



Caravan Streams in Zagora

FIFTY-TWO DAYS FROM TIMBUKTU

Zagora’s symbolic and much-copied sign – complete with a beturbaned nomad and his trusty camelid steed – might declare ‘Tombouctou 52 jours’, but the locals say a fast camel could get you there in 48 days.

The stream of richly laden caravans, from Timbuktu and beyond, that passed through this isolated desert outpost gave it a cosmopolitan character. It’s still a trading town, home to one of the biggest souqs in the south (Sundays and Wednesdays). If you can’t find something at the souq, it probably doesn’t exist, and you’ll see people haggling over everything from a still-clucking chicken to a car battery, along with mounds of plump dates from its expansive palmeraies.

For another glimpse into Zagora’s desert crossroads culture, head to the neighbouring village of Amezrou (you’ll need a car or taxi to get there). A local will appear from nowhere and volunteer to guide you. Delve into the historic mud-brick mellah’s twisting alleyways – now partly restored, partly collapsed – once home to around 400 Jewish households. Peek inside a small rammed-earth synagogue, watch builders at work up rickety ladders and meet the artisans soldering metal talismans with Amazigh, Muslim, Jewish and African motifs.

If you’re not heading further south to M’Hamid and the dunes of Erg Chigaga (100km along the N9), Zagora is a jumping-off spot for expeditions into its dry-stone desert – by 4WD, quad bike and camel.


I LIVE HERE: NOMADIC LIFE
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Abdellah Hajja, co-founder of Desert Candles

I was born in the desert to a family who’d lived as nomads for generations, travelling with the seasons between green pastures and oases, raising camels and goats, which we sold at village markets. When I was 10, my parents moved to M’Hamid to give us a better life – education, healthcare and the chance to find work in tourism. I’ve travelled all over Morocco but I’m always drawn back to the silence of the desert and the majesty of the Erg Chigaga dunes, where some true nomads still live. It’s a reminder of my family’s roots and traditions, of a simpler way of life in harmony with nature.



WHERE TO STAY IN ERG CHIGAGA

Desert Candles Camp

This highly rated and wallet-friendly desert camp is fun for all ages with super-friendly, multilingual guides. €€€

Camp Al Koutban

Wild Morocco’s secluded camp is just a 90-minute round-trip hike from Erg Chigaga’s tallest dune. €€€

Erg Chigaga Luxury Desert Camp

This ecofriendly deluxe camp has sumptuous tents and a raft of experiences on offer. €€€

The Last Oasis at M’Hamid

WHERE THE DESERT BEGINS

M’Hamid El Ghizlane – meaning plain of gazelles – is the Drâa Valley’s last oasis and Morocco’s last outpost before the Algerian border, where the road dissolves into the sand and the desert takes over.

It was once an important marketplace for nomadic trade. Today, fewer and fewer families practise seasonal migration but M’Hamid plays host to the Festival International des Nomades in March, a free, open-air event that showcases nomadic culture through music, dance, gastronomy and crafts, and presents conferences and debates.

Border tensions between Morocco, Algeria and the Polisario (a national liberation movement trying to get Morocco out of the Western Sahara) had isolated this former caravan stop until the 1990s, when accords allowed M’Hamid to open up again. Now the full spectrum of desert activities is on offer: sunset hikes – or let the camel take the strain – sandboarding and stargazing.

But if you want to go truly off-piste, head to the office of Desert Candles (desert-candles.com), which, as well as its eponymous desert camp, offers one- to seven-night wild camping tours led by multilingual local guides.

With Wild Morocco (wildmorocco.com), you can do nomadic multiday treks from around the end of September until mid-April. A linear four-day trek to Erg Chigaga ends at Camp El Koutban or with a night of wild camping. Or opt for an epic six-day loop via the even more remote Erg Zahar, known as the ‘screaming dunes’ after a grisly legend.


Desert Wildlife

Camels are the most obvious desert-adapted critters, but keep your eyes peeled and you might spot others. The tiny tracks that crisscross the sand belong to the scarab or dung beetle, which cleans up by feeding on other animals’ faeces. The sandfish skink travels across the dunes in a swimming motion and burrows down to cooler sand when it overheats. The nocturnal fennec may be the smallest fox species, but it has enormous bat-like ears to help keep it cool and lives in underground dens feeding on insects, reptiles and small mammals, like the jerboa, a long-legged, leaping rodent. Even harder to spot are sand cats, the only desert-dwelling feline, which have extra-furry feet to cope with the white-hot sand.



Off the Grid in Erg Chigaga

A SCULPTED SEA OF SAND

Scramble to the summit of a sky-high dune at sunset and savour the silence and the stellar views as you watch the desert turn gold. Camp overnight in an Amazigh-style tent and enjoy spectacular stargazing from a carpet spread across the sand – if you’re lucky, you’ll catch the sublime arc of the Milky Way. At Erg Chigaga, you’re not only off the grid but several hours from the nearest street lights.

Around 56km southwest of M’Hamid, the Erg Chigaga isn’t a single erg (dune, in Arabic) but an expanse of sand sea. The largest in Morocco, its waves – which peak at 300m – snake along the horizon for 40km, flanked to the north and south by mountain ridges.

It’s wilder and less visited than Erg Chebbi, and the camps are more isolated. The off-road journey to get there is also more expensive, but it’s all part of the experience: go by camel, and it’ll take around three days, or a 4WD can get you there in less than two hours as you bounce over hamada dotted with tamarisk and acacia trees, stopping for panoramic vistas and tea with seminomadic desert dwellers around a campfire outside their makeshift abodes.

For more desert landscapes, return via the usually parched Lake Iriqui and the tiny oasis town of Foum Zguid, a three-hour off-road journey from Erg Chigaga – don’t undertake it without a guide, it’s easy to get lost.


Getting Around

From Ouarzazate, the well-maintained N9 dips southeast into the Drâa Valley – a car is ideal if you want to explore at your own pace, although regular buses and grands taxis ply this route. The drive from Ouarzazate to Agdz and on to Zagora takes around three hours, and it’s a further 100km and 90 minutes south to M’Hamid, which marks the end of the road and the end of the line for buses – a CTM bus back to Marrakesh takes around 10 hours. The Erg Chigaga camps can only be reached by 4WD; don’t attempt it solo unless you’re an experienced desert navigator.








NORTHERN ATLANTIC COAST
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COASTLINES AND CULTURE

Creative energy blends with nature in the form of unspoilt coastline and historical ports along Morocco’s North Atlantic shores.
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The windswept coast is home to Morocco’s capital, Rabat, and its economic hub, Casablanca, both of which are often overlooked in favour of medieval Fez or contemporary Marrakesh. But with fewer tourists and their own unique historical sites and museums nestled among contemporary additions, a stopover here rewards travellers with a less touristy side of Morocco. Not to mention, one that is representative of a country on the move.

Considered a city, but with small-town vibes, seaside Essaouira has it all: a laid-back medina or expanses of seafront for a beach walk, horse riding and surfing for those looking for a more active holiday, and stylish locally made souvenirs and homewares with little haggling required. And all surrounded by a rural food and drink scene worthy of a day’s adventure.

In between the cities are vast swathes of golden sands on the shores of the Atlantic Ocean, lagoons in Oualidia and Moulay Bousselham, and little fishing villages coloured with wooden boats on its shorelines. Historic ports and fortified towns with vibrant medinas scattered along the ocean’s edge recall the area’s Portuguese occupation when these towns were used to protect their ships heading down the West African coast. Amid all of this, gently rolling farmland meets the sea, recalling the region’s agricultural importance.

[image: shutterstock_605535281jpg]
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THE MAIN AREAS

ESSAOUIRA

Laid-back vibes.

RABAT-SALÉ

History, street art and contemporary builds.

CASABLANCA

Open-air architecture museum.



Find Your Way

Motorways connecting major cities and port towns along the coastline make travel relatively quick and easy; however, small roads make for a scenic journey. An efficient public-transport system makes travel possible to remote destinations.
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Plan Your Time

In between meandering through old medinas, museums and cultural visits on a city break, there are both urban and wild beaches for exploring and plenty of scope for water activities, including surfing, paddleboarding and birdwatching.
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Essaouira | Ana Flasker/Shutterstock ©


If You Only Do One Thing

• Head straight to Essaouira, a popular seaside town – and for good reason. Its grid-like medina is easy to navigate, the beachfront expansive for walks with sand between the toes, and the pace laid-back.

• Spend a morning exploring rural areas surrounding Essaouira with Berberlands. Led by female guides, the hike to Sidi Mbarek waterfalls in the Haha province provides a dose of nature, local food and culture. It encourages encounters with nature as well as locals, albeit over morning tea or while learning more about their craft.




Three Days to Travel Around

• After Essaouira, take the coastal road towards Casablanca, arriving in time for an octopus tajine at Octopus Restaurant in Oualidia. After, enjoy a swim or a drift on the lagoon.

• Next stop is the Cité Portugaise in El Jadida. Check in to L’Iglesia, a former church, and climb up to the rooftop for ocean views and to admire the steeple up close. After a morning wander along the ramparts, take the road to Azemmour for a step back in time before continuing to Casablanca. Spend the third day admiring architecture in downtown Casablanca, including the Hassan II Mosque.




If You Have More Time

• Linger a little longer in Casablanca if a city break beckons. Spend a day wandering along the Corniche. Venture to Rabat for a dose of culture and step inside the National Museum of Photography for an alternative perspective on Moroccan life while peeking inside one of the city’s historical buildings. Admire His Majesty’s private jewellery collection on display at the National Museum of Jewellery. For an escape into nature, overnight in Moulay Bousselham, floating on the blue lagoon, admiring rare birds with the help of a local expert and eating fresh catch of the day.



Seasonal Highlights

Spring and autumn are ideal times for visiting, with festivals underway. Summer sees heaving beaches, meaning tourist sites may be closed.

MARCH

Temperatures begin to warm, making for comfortable days and evenings, and orange blossoms scent the boulevards and interior courtyards.
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APRIL–SEPTEMBER

While strong winds can arrive year-round, spring and summer months are best for kitesurfing in the windy city of Essaouira.
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MAY

Jacaranda trees in bloom (pictured) in the villes nouvelles (Protectorate-era new cities) add a pop of purple contrasted against the art deco downtowns.
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JUNE

Essaouira’s Gnaoua World Music Festival creates a buzz, great acts headline Rabat’s Mawazine, and Jazzablanca hits the stage in Casablanca.
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SEPTEMBER

The end of school holidays means seaside resorts empty out while temperatures remain pleasant for a beach vacation.
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OCTOBER

Andalusian music is heard in Essaouira during the Festival des Andalousies Atlantiques, which highlights the country’s heritage.
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NOVEMBER

Often considered low season in Morocco. City sights tend to receive fewer tourists, while birds begin migrating to Merja Zerga National Park.
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ESSAOUIRA
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Surrounded by dramatic, wave-lashed ramparts, the narrow streets, hassle-free souqs, street vendors and vibrant galleries of Essaouira’s walled medina make it a wonderful place to stroll. Dating from the late 18th century and added to Unesco’s World Heritage list in 2001, it was famously used in the opening scene of Orson Welles’ 1951 film Othello and, more recently, Game of Thrones. Unlike the maze-like medinas of Marrakesh and Fez, in breezy Essaouira’s mellow medina it’s hard to get lost. Take time to wander along the main thoroughfare, Ave de l’Istiqlal, dipping into the souqs that fan out around it. Enjoy a nus-nus (half coffee, half milk) on one of the sun-drenched squares with a sweet treat from a local bakery. Wander down the skinny alleyways lined with white, blue-shuttered buildings, many of which house boutiques and galleries, and families further from the main tourist areas.
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SIGHTS

1Bastion Ouest

2Bayt Dakira

3Bendahhane

4Fikra Gallery

5Galerie Damgaard

6Maison du Quartier

7Port de Essaouira

8Rabbi Haim Pinto Synagogue

9Sidi Mohammed Ben Abdellah Museum

10Skala de la Ville

11Skala du Port

see 2Synagogue Slat Attia

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

12Azur Spa

13L’Atelier Madada

14Salam Atelier

SLEEPING

15Dar 91

16Mama Souiri

17Salut Maroc

EATING

18Campana

19Dolcefreddo

20Patisserie Driss

21Patisserie La Bienvenue

22Pumpkin

23Silvestro

24Umia

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

25Taros

ENTERTAINMENT

26Dar Souiri

27Institut Français Essaouira

SHOPPING

28Elizir

29Fish Souq

30Histoire des Filles

31Jewellery Souq

32La Fibule

33Maison de Miel

34Minimal

35Spice Souq

36Thuya Cooperative




TOP TIP

Soak up the laid-back vibes of the old city, but don’t miss a jaunt out to the countryside. Join a guided walk through an argan forest or to a nearby waterfall, ride the waves with a surfboard or into the sunset on horseback.



WHERE TO STAY IN ESSAOUIRA

Mama Souiri

Stylish rooms overlooking Moulay Hassan square, though the nearby Taros and mosque can make sleep challenging. €

Salut Maroc

Bold zellige (mosaic tilework) patterns decorate the rooms, some of which have sea views, in this colourful riad. €€€

Dar 91

Vintage finds and local artworks decorate these self-contained apartments, two of which have terraces. €

Medina Highlights

A LAID-BACK SIGHTSEEING STROLL

Essaouira’s large working port is noisy, pungent and hugely atmospheric. Along with the flurry of sea-blue wooden boats arriving and departing, nets being repaired and the day’s catch being landed and auctioned off, you can see traditional wooden boats being made. The boatbuilders supply fishing vessels for the entire Moroccan coast and even as far away as France, as the design is particularly seaworthy.

You might recognise the ramparts of the 18th-century Skala de la Ville. They, along with the hulking Bastion Nord, had a starring role in Game of Thrones as Astapor. In reality, these ramparts protected the medina from the crashing Atlantic waves, and its row of bronze cannons from a host of seafaring marauders. Today it’s a peaceful place to take in the ocean views and a prime spot to watch the sunset.

Housed in an old riad, the somewhat tired Sidi Mohammed Ben Abdellah Museum has a small collection of jewellery, costumes, embroidery, woodcarving and weapons from the region. Its collection of ritual and musical instruments is interesting.

Admire the local artworks decorating the walls as you climb to the top of Bastion Ouest, where it’s worth climbing a few more steps for ocean and medina views. Not for claustrophobes.

The honey-coloured Skala du Port bastion looms over the picturesque harbour and its sea-blue fishing boats, while providing access to the same evocative image of the city that appears on all the posters. The building was closed for restoration works at the time of writing.


I LIVE HERE: A DRINK WITH A VIEW
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John Quinn, in-demand interior designer, former restaurateur, soon-to-be shopkeeper at Maison 101, and long-time Essaouira resident, shares his top picks for enjoying a drink with a view. Unsurprisingly, he has also recently redone the interiors at all locations.  @johnquinndesign

Taros

I head to this Essaouira mainstay for sundowners overlooking the ocean and a wee dance as the DJ or live musicians enliven the terrace each night.

La Coupole

If it’s really cool beach vibes and cocktails I’m seeking, I head to the rooftop terrace of La Coupole.

Ocean Vagabond

A favourite spot where drinks are consumed with feet in the sand, while soaking up local beach life.



VILLE NOUVELLE FOOD STOPS

Patachou

Rub shoulders with the locals as they start their day with coffee and a croissant on the sun-drenched terrace. €

Breiz’in Creperie

Sweet and savoury crepes draw a local crowd looking for a light lunch or early dinner. €

Dolcefreddo

Italian-owned cafe-style restaurant serving up pastas and fresh salads on a sunny terrace. €

Shopping Locally

BARGAINING FOR SOUQ FINDS

Essaouira’s souqs are as much for locals as for visitors, with everything from woven djellabas (full-length hooded garment with long sleeves) to tightly woven baskets in all sizes, bold Amazigh (Berber) jewellery studded with semiprecious stones, inlaid wooden boxes made from local thuya wood, and women turning argan seeds into amlou (creamy nut butter blended with honey and almonds). All this offered alongside the made-in-China plastic buckets and faux trainers.

Eyed up by hungry felines and savvy seagulls, the catch of the day is laid out on white slabs at the Fish Souq (Ave de l’Istiqlal). For a cheap lunch, buy half a dozen sardines, and for around Dh10 one of the neighbouring cafes will grill them for you and serve them up with bread and a simple salad.

The shop fronts within the covered Jewellery Souq are filled with everything from heavy Berber jewellery to glittering gold and silver inlaid with semiprecious stones. Goods are sold by weight and workmanship, so be prepared to barter.

You’ll find all manner of potions, powders and pyramids of freshly ground spices in the aromatic Spice Souq, including ras el hanout (top of the shop: a classic mix of pungent spices used for stews and grilling), as well as cumin, turmeric, cinnamon, ginger, paprika and saffron to help you create tasty tajines back home.

At Thuya Cooperative, tucked under the arches just off Place Moulay Hassan, local artisans create items from locally sourced thuya wood. The items include storage boxes, some of which are inlaid with mother of pearl, desk organisers and more. At the time of writing the cooperative was closed for restoration work.
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Jewellery shop front | BTWImages/Shutterstock ©


SHOPPING IN ESSAOUIRA

Maison de Miel

Local honeys from cactus flower, orange blossom, thyme, argan and more. Enjoy a sample before making your final selection.

La Fibule

Great selection of coffee-table books about Morocco, novels by Moroccan authors and a selection of English books.

Elizer

With its mix of tiles, the building is as interesting as the collection of mid-century Moroccan furniture and antiques for sale.

Histoire des Filles

A concept store selling a range of locally made fashion and jewellery designs, leather goods and homewares with fixed prices.

Minimal

Locally curated collection featuring tableware in use at sister restaurant Umia, wooden candlesticks and jewellery boxes, brasswares, and leather bags for fixed prices.



CULTURAL CENTRES IN ESSAOUIRA

Institut Français Essaouira

Film screenings, exhibitions, concerts and performances by Moroccan and French artists and musicians.

Dar Souiri

Concerts including the Jazz sous L’Arganier, exhibitions and cultural events in a restored medina mansion.

Campana

Friday-evening movie screenings and literary events (a great book exchange too).

Bygone Days

EXPLORING THE ONCE-THRIVING JEWISH QUARTER

In the early to mid-19th century, Essaouira-Mogador was home to 3000 Jewish residents, with 38 synagogues operating in the Mellah district, the former Jewish quarter. Today, many of the houses with their distinct balconies remain, as do three synagogues, two of which are open to visitors. At the time of writing, the neighbourhood was undergoing rehabilitation.

The well-appointed Bayt Dakira, meaning House of Memory, opened in 2020 and profiles notable Jewish residents who made Mogador home and their contributions both locally and globally. Marriage contracts and traditional attire, and photos from local wedding celebrations provide insight into a once-thriving community. Within Bayt Dakira is the Synagogue Slat Attia. This miniature version of the former English synagogue has been relocated from its location in the Attia home and is restored and in use today.

Rabbi Haim Pinto Synagogue was the first synagogue in Essaouira, and is the longest continuously operating synagogue in the city at over 200 years. The Pinto family continues to visit on occasion. The worship space is on the 2nd floor. A guardian welcomes visitors from Sunday to Friday, and Saturdays by appointment.

Continue along Rue Mellah to the Maison du Quartier, the former home of the Talmud-Torah where local children once visited to learn the Torah. Just outside the Bab Doukkala gate is the old Jewish cemetery, which operated until 1875 and where Rabbi Haim Pinto is laid to rest.


GETTING ACTIVE IN ESSAOUIRA

Equi Evasion

Enjoy a gentle horse ride along the Oued (river) Ksob, through the argan forests before galloping along the beach. Sunset rides are particularly special.

Explora

Surf, wind- and kitesurfing lessons on the beach as well as equipment rentals. For a more gentle outing, hire a stand-up paddleboard.

Berberlands

Countryside walks with female guides through argan forests, along wild beaches and waterfalls while gaining deeper knowledge of local culture.
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SWEET TREATS IN ESSAOUIRA

Pumpkin

Sweet and savoury pastries, quiche and sandwiches for enjoying streetside or while picnicking on the beach. €

Patisserie Driss

An Essaouira institution worth visiting for baked goods and the art collection lining nearly every inch of wall space. €

Patisserie La Bienvenue

Stop in for orange-blossom-infused cornes de gazelles and crumbly grhiba (biscuits) with a sweet cup of tea. €

Art Naif

AN ART STYLE UNIQUE TO ESSAOUIRA

Gaining exposure through international art fairs and galleries, Essaouira is home to its own unique style of contemporary art, with many self-taught local artists producing colourful and primal work, sometimes dubbed art brut. It was Danish collector Frederic Damgaard who noticed similarities in their two- and three-dimensional work to the indigenous art of other cultures, and encouraged these Swiri fisherpeople and farmers to develop their artistic expression. Galerie Damgaard remains a mainstay in the medina.

Born in 1959, Tabal is the undisputed godfather of the movement. Essaouira is the spiritual home of the Gnaoua, whose roots lie in sub-Saharan Africa and whose music mixes Islamic Sufism with African traditions. Their watchwords are rhythm, colour, trance and mysticism – elements that inspire Tabal’s work. Former fisherman Ben Ali, born in 1966, took his inspiration from his late father Ali, who founded a community of junkyard artists back in the 1970s, before going on to develop his own style of vibrant art and upcycled found objects.

Bendahhane sells travel- and wallet-friendly pieces from the likes of Babahoum, who began painting at 70 following a career that included operating a dromedary-driven olive press. His artworks depict rural life and are filled with fascinating detail and humour.

Fikra Gallery, located in the medina along with Bendahhane, sells a colourful selection of artist Fillali’s works featuring colourful characters and fantastical sculptural pieces among a collection of antique furniture, pottery and textiles.

The popular Souq Joutiya (flea market), known locally as the Joutiya, is home to artists including Azzedine, Baki, Fillali and more at work in their studios outside of the medina. Negotiate prices of original artwork over a cup of tea with the artist.


MUSIC FESTIVALS IN ESSAOUIRA

Gnaoua World Music Festival

Essaouira overflows annually during this four-day festival in June. The Gnaoua musical and spiritual traditions brought north by sub-Saharan enslaved people are mixed with contemporary funk, blues and jazz. Concerts are free, but investing in a VIP ticket for a space in front of the stage is advisable.

Festival des Andalousies Atlantiques

Toe-tapping flamenco kicks off this weekend-long festival celebrating Andalusian music and the country’s Arab-Andalusian-Jewish heritage in October.

MOGAMUSIC

Showcase of Moroccan, African and international electronic artists that brings in global DJs and pairs them with local talent in October.

Jazz Sous l’Arganier

Shining a spotlight on jazz music in Morocco, this ticketed event features intimate concerts at Dar Souiri at the end of December.



WHERE TO EAT IN ESSAOUIRA

Silvestro

Italian restaurant serving pizzas and pastas against a backdrop of riotous wallpaper and tiles. €€

Umia

Tapas-style share plates and alcohol served in a chic setting along the city’s ramparts. €€€

Campana

Zero-waste vegetarian restaurant where ingredients are sourced locally and the menu changes daily. €€

Looking Outward

BEYOND THE OLD CITY WALLS

The beachfront promenade stretching from just beyond the port all the way to the roundabout leading out of town with its manicured gardens is perfect for strolling. On weekends and evenings, it’s not uncommon to see vendors selling popcorn and toys for children as families enjoy a seaside walk. Weekend mornings often see the beach turned into football pitches. Small cafes and restaurants serving coffee and even alcohol line the beachfront. Further along, surf companies have permanent shopfronts for lessons or rentals in between beachfront restaurants serving pizzas and burgers. For a longer beach walk, continue wandering to the run-down 19th-century Dar Sultan Palace in the nearby village of Diabat, where local folklore tells of Jimi Hendrix staying in 1969.

Just off the coast lies the Île de Mogador, which is actually two islands and several tiny islets with a little mosque. The islands were famed in antiquity as the Îles Purpuraires (Purple Isles). That’s because the Romans used the purple dye extracted from molluscs plucked from the bay to dye their imperial togas. Today the uninhabited islands are a protected sanctuary for Eleonora’s falcons, visible through binoculars from Essaouira beach. Special permission is required to visit the island.

A small steeple poking out from behind the cement walls, not far from the Supratours bus station, reveals the Notre-Dame-de-l’Assomption Catholic church, opened in 1936. Services are held on Thursdays and Sundays in this modest church where colourful Moroccan carpets add a local touch to the interiors.


WOODWORKING

With woodworking workshops and cooperatives producing everything from candlesticks to small boxes, chunky bangles and tiny spoons, the wood of choice is often the locally sourced thuya wood, which is medium to dark reddish-brown with plenty of knots. If purchasing thuya products, buy directly from the Thuya Cooperative (once reopened). In the meantime, wander along Rue Chbanat to see artisans at work in their tiny workshops, where products can be purchased straight from the lathe, and are often made from lightly coloured olive wood or slightly darker walnut.



Cultural Immersion

UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL

Berberlands provides half- and full-day tours that encourage encounters with nature as well as with locals, largely in the Amazigh-inhabited Haha province. Visit artisans working on their craft and gather around over a cup of tea, or two. Excursions include riverside walks, an oasis visit and a walk through the argan forest.

Hailing from Belgium, Etienne Mommaerts arrived in Essaouira with his printing press and invites travellers to create a one-of-a-kind souvenir in the form of an original print in the studio, Salam Atelier. Design your own linocut or choose from already created iconic images such as the teapot, palm trees or zellige patterns. Half- or full-day workshops are available depending on the depth of knowledge desired. Etienne speaks mostly French.

After a few days in the sunshine and dips in the ocean, emerge fresh following a hammam treatment. Azur Spa is perhaps the steamiest hammam around. Unwind as the black soap gets to work on softening the skin before leaving behind any sun-kissed skin during an intense full-body scrub. Allow time post-treatment to enjoy a tea on the rooftop terrace. As it’s one of the best hammams in town, book in advance to avoid disappointment.

Are you keen to roll up your sleeves and learn how to prepare favourite holiday recipes when back home? During the half-day workshop at L’Atelier Madada, budding chefs learn to prepare a three-course meal that may include couscous, tajine or bastilla, before tucking into the fruits of their labour.
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Dar Sultan Palace | Alexey Pevnev/Shutterstock ©


Getting Around

Essaouira is an easily walkable city, but blue petits taxis are available for hire to move around town at a flat rate of Dh7.






Beyond Essaouira


[image: jpg]

The rolling countryside is home to one of the region’s most popular weekly markets, a wine and cheese scene, and spectacular scenery.


The countryside surrounding Essaouira is dotted with expansive and often centuries-old argan trees that provide the essentials for argan oil, both culinary and cosmetic. Inland, small Amazigh villages are scattered across the rugged terrain where shepherds graze their herds of sheep and goats among the rolling hills and riverbeds. Expansive beaches extend as far as the eye can see just beyond Essaouira city limits. White shrines dotting the coast provide the final resting place of saints (sidis), known for healing powers. For adventure enthusiasts, surf camps welcome travellers hankering after the waves for which the area is known, while a walk among the argan forests provides a rural escape.
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Argan tree, near Essaouira | TOLOBALAGUER.COM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Self-drive or hire a grand taxi driver for a day while you taste, sip and hike your way around the countryside.





ROAD TRIP
A Foodie Expedition

This driving tour through the Essaouira countryside takes in farm-to-fork dining at the weekly Had Dra Souq, cheese platters at the nearby La Fromagerie, and the vine-to-glass approach at Morocco’s southernmost winery, Val d’Argan. All stops could be visited on a full-day tour on Sunday when the weekly souq takes over the town of Had Dra, or as a half-day foodie escape during the week from Essaouira.
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Val D’Argan | FADEL SENNA/AFP via Getty Images ©

1 Had Dra Souq

The Had Dra Souq (Had means Sunday in Darija) is held weekly on Sundays. Arrive around 8am as livestock sales get underway, with everything from camels to smaller goats sold. Small tents provide shade for barbers to provide a shave. Locals purchase vegetables sold from the back of pickup trucks while nearby butchers sell meat by the kilogram. Watch as locals haggle over prices for hand-woven baskets and other materials they may need to stock up on for the week. Vendors sell baked biscuits by weight, which pair perfectly with a piping-hot pot of sugary tea prepared and served under a simple tent. Smoky grills are known for serving up camel brochettes (kebabs) cooked over charcoal as lunchtime approaches.

The Drive: From Essaouira, meander 28km inland on the R207 before turning onto the N1 to Had Dra. Keep your speed in check in anticipation of police checkpoints en route.

2 Val D’Argan

Winemaker Charles Mélia of Châteauneuf-du-Pape in France set up Val D’Argan, Morocco’s southernmost winery, 20km from Essaouira. It produces a range of white, rosé, red and Morocco’s famed gris wine. At the facilities, the winery produces and bottles up to 200,000 bottles of wine, which are stored in the on-site wine cellars. Facility and vineyards tours are available (advanced reservations recommended) followed by wine tastings from Dh100 per person; these may include sampling nutty-flavoured argan oil identifiable by its orangish hue, and golden olive oils produced on-site. Look out for the bottles of orange wine.

The Drive: From Had Dra, follow the N1 back towards Essaouira, but stop off at Val d’Argan about five minutes from the market, just before the Ounagha roundabout.



3 La Fromagerie

While other main courses are available, the drawcard here is the cheese – from camel, sheep and goat milk – in a mix of hard and soft, pungent and creamy cheeses. Savour the laid-back, lingering Sunday-lunch vibe, grab a table on the shady terrace and enjoy a cheese platter accompanied by local fruit compotes. Wash it down with a glass of Moroccan wine.

The Drive: From Val d’Argan, take the N1, turning on to the R207 towards Essaouira at the Ounagha roundabout. Once on the R301, signposts indicate the way to La Fromagerie. The unpaved road leading to the fromagerie is bumpy. Return to Essaouira on the R207.



Going Coastal

WATERFALLS, WILD BEACHES AND MARABOUTS

While the waterfalls may be dry, the Sidi Mbarek waterfalls are still worth a wander. Admire the verdant barley fields before arriving at the waterfalls, set against a backdrop of sand dunes and the Atlantic Ocean in Haha province near Essaouira. They’re named after Sidi Mbarek, who was known for his ability to cure eye infections. The saint is believed to have died more than two centuries ago, and the white shrine next to the waterfalls is still visited to this day. Access the waterfalls by following the signs indicating ‘Cascades’ downhill and along the ravine from the village of Sidi Mbarek (unmarked).

Surf camps and guesthouses dot the main thoroughfare of Sidi Kaouki. It borders the wild beach and is perfect for swimming during summer months when locals flock here, or for surfing year-round. Dining options are limited, but on busy days a tajine at one of the local restaurants on the main square will hold visitors over.

The large white building on the rocks is the final resting place of 19th-century saint Sidi Kaouki, who was known for his healing abilities. Muslims still visit the shrine.

Tour operator Berberlands provides an exceptional half-day tour that includes a beach walk during low tide as locals come out to collect shellfish and fisherpeople cast their nets for the day. A climb up to the Sidi Mbarek waterfalls and an in-depth visit to the shrine are included. Guests end their excursion with tea and treats in a local home.
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Argan

The Argania spinosa (the argan tree) grows exclusively in southwest Morocco and lives for up to 400 years. Identifiable by its leafy but prickly branches and its hanging fruits, it’s common for goats to climb the tree to collect its fruits. Growing up to 10m high, its roots are three times deeper than its height, allowing it to survive during drought years. In 2014 Unesco added the tree to its Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity, given the traditional methods rural women practise to extract argan oil from the fruits of the tree. Othman el Filali from Be in Nature offers guided walks through an argan forest.




Getting Around

Grands taxis make regular trips between Essaouira and Sidi Kaouki as well as Had Dra Souq from the main taxi stand. A car is required to visit the market and regional food hubs, as well as the waterfalls, but a grand taxi driver will happily offer his services and hang around in between visits for an agreed-upon rate.





RABAT-SALÉ


[image: jpg]

Morocco’s capital since 1912, and its administrative and diplomatic hub, Rabat may be short on top-drawer tourist attractions and a colourful medina, but it compensates with a relaxed pace and charm. On the other side of the river, Salé has a colourful past and a medina that feels like a step back in time. Development along the Salé side of the Bou Regreg River – Zaha Hadid’s Grand Theatre de Rabat, the soaring Mohammed VI tower and the luxurious Fairmont Rabat-Salé – adds contemporary touches to the cityscape. Add in the high-speed TGV trains linking both Salé and Rabat to Tangier in approximately an hour and a half, and it’s evident these cities are on the move. Beyond this, there is a clean central beach and an atmospheric kasbah through which to meander in Rabat, and attractive walled medinas in both cities that are far less touristy than other urban areas.

[image: shutterstock_1891163254jpg]

Rabat harbour | RUDIERNST/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: jpg]


SIGHTS

1Andalusian Gardens

2Chellah

3Fanadiq

4Grand Théâtre de Rabat

5Grande Mosquée de Rabat Medina

6Kasbah des Oudaias

7Mausoleum of Mohammed V

8Medersa Abou Al Hassan

9Mohammed VI Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art

10Museum of History & Civilisation

11National Museum of Jewellery

12National Museum of Photography

13Pirate Prison

14Plage des Oudaias

15Tour Hassan

16Villa des Arts

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

17Club Nautique de la Plage de Rabat

SLEEPING

18Dar Korsan

19Fairmont La Marina Rabat-Salé

20Hotel Gaulois

EATING

21Cafe du Maure

22Casa José

23Dar Naji

24Fish Market

see 19Le Deck

25Onomo Hotel

26Patisserie El Alami

27Ty Potes

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

28Le Dhow

SHOPPING

29Le 17 Océan

30MaliMalo




TOP TIP

Glimpse the sister cities of Rabat and Salé from a different viewpoint by crossing the Bou Regreg, the river separating the two cities, aboard a flouka (a small wooden rowboat).



Cultural Side

MUSEUMS, CULTURAL CENTRES AND GALLERIES

The immense fortress rising up over the Atlantic Ocean, once known as Fort Rottembourg (Borj El Kebir), was constructed between 1886 and 1900 to house two cannons Germany offered Morocco. The fort was rescued from a state of neglect in 2020 when it became the site of the National Museum of Photography. Its maze of rooms display thought-provoking photography from contemporary Moroccan photographers, which sheds light on the country’s diverse cultures. A morning visit affords fantastic light over the bastion.

Conceived and funded by the present king, the Mohammed VI Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art opened in 2014 as the country’s first national museum dedicated to this kind of art. Alongside a permanent display of Moroccan artists dating from the 1950s to the present day, it plays host to temporary exhibitions from renowned international artists. Outside, the walls are decorated in street art, and sculptures welcome visitors at the entrance.

The small but perfectly formed Museum of History & Civilisations is split into two sections: the first showcases the history of Morocco through the centuries; the second focuses on its wonderful collection – which began in 1915 when General Lyautey launched archaeological excavations during the Protectorate years – of ceramics, statuary and other artefacts from the Roman settlements at Volubilis, Lixus and Chellah.

An art deco villa dating back to 1929, the Villa des Arts houses a collection of artworks by post-colonial artists such as Mohamed Melehi, Farid Belkahia and Jilali Gharbaoui. The art is exhibited against a backdrop of traditional Moroccan interior touches: zouak (painted wood) ceilings, zellige and carved cedarwood. Outside, wander among towering cacti and flowering bougainvillea to admire the primary-coloured imaginative sculptures of Abdelkrim Ouazzani.


FESTIVALS IN RABAT

Festival Mawazine

The biggest names in international pop music, long-established and emerging local artists perform on four stages over nine days in June.

Jazz au Chellah

Set in the atmospheric Chellah, this festival features collaborations between European and Moroccan jazz musicians each September.

Visa for Music

Billed as a professional marketplace of African and Middle Eastern music, several acts originating from Morocco to Mozambique perform over four days on three stages in November.



WHERE TO EAT IN RABAT

Ty Potes

Sweet and savoury crepes are served up to a lunchtime crowd in the lower level of an art deco building. €

Casa José

Spanish tapas, including fresh seafood and jamón, and wines at this downtown spot. €€

Dar Naji

The Flintstones meets Ali Baba at this Moroccan restaurant with views of the medina. €

Royally Informed

REGAL STOPS AND WALLED CITIES

The present king’s father and grandfather were laid to rest in the marble Mausoleum of Mohammed V, which is decorated with exquisite examples of colourful zellige and carved plaster. At the time of writing, the interior was closed to visitors.

The iconic Tour Hassan looms 44m above the Bou Regreg estuary. It was originally part of an ambitious Almohad project to build the world’s second-largest mosque (after Samarra in Iraq), but its patron Sultan Yacoub Al Mansour died prior to completion. The mosque was destroyed by an earthquake in 1755, and today only this tower and a forest of shattered stone pillars remain in testament to his grand plans.

Beyond the enclosed walls and impressive gates lies the beautiful hilltop site of Chellah. It sits above the Bou Regreg river plain, which was first controlled by the Phoenicians and then the Romans from around 40 CE. The site was abandoned from 1154 until the 14th century, when a Merinid sultan built a necropolis with an elegant minaret, now topped by a stork’s nest – all that’s left of a once-impressive mosque. At the time of writing, Chellah was closed to visitors.

When the French arrived in the early 20th century, the walled Rabat Medina by the sea was the full extent of the city. It’s small enough to be easily explored on a half-day wander, though getting lost is still inevitable. The Grande Mosquée de Rabat Medina and the fanadiq (ancient inns used by caravans) just off Rue des Consuls, where the diplomats lived until 1912, are the main sites.


BEST FOR TAKING TO THE WATER

Club Nautique de la Plage de Rabat

There’s fun for the whole family at this nautical club where sailing, surfing, bodyboarding and sea-kayaking rentals, courses and lessons are on offer. Rent a paddleboard for a venture along the Bou Regreg River.

Plage des Oudaias

For those who prefer to have a beach day, Plage des Oudaias is a popular sandy beach beneath the hulking kasbah.




CHELLAH

Chellah provides the magical background for the Jazz au Chellah festival held annually in the autumn. Enjoy the mix of sounds as European jazz musicians and Moroccan musicians take to the stage in this historic venue.



WHERE TO STAY IN RABAT

Hotel Gaulois

An art deco gem, housing simple but clean rooms accessible via a winding staircase. €

Dar Korsan

Tucked away in the kasbah with river and cityscape views; rooms are small, but cheerful. €€

Fairmont La Marina Rabat-Salé

Swanky hotel with stylish bars and views of the Bou Regreg River and Rabat skyline. €€

Visiting Kasbah des Oudaias

WHERE RABAT BEGAN

The Zenata tribes built the original ribat, a fortress-monastery that gave the city its name, where the Kasbah des Oudaias stands today. With the Almohads’ arrival in the 12th century, the ribat was rebuilt as a kasbah and provided a strategic launching point for campaigns in Spain, where the dynasty successfully brought Andalusia back under Muslim rule. Under Yacoub Al Mansour, Rabat was briefly an imperial capital. Al Mansour had extensive walls built and added the enormous Bab Oudaia gate, built in 1195, to the kasbah. However, his death in 1199 brought an end to these grandiose schemes. The city soon lost all significance, and it wasn’t until the 17th century that Rabat’s fortunes began to change, as Muslim refugees arrived from Christian Spain.

Today, the Kasbah des Oudaias is predominantly residential. Its narrow streets are lined with whitewashed houses, and it makes for a pleasant half-day wander.

Inside the peaceful Andalusian Gardens, aromatic lavender and other herbs grow in abundance alongside fragrant orange trees and colourful bougainvillea. Open from sunrise to sunset, it’s a lovely escape from the city.

Reopened in January 2023 following renovation, the multi-room National Museum of Jewellery, tucked within the Andalusian Gardens, highlights not only urban and rural jewellery as it varies by region, but traditional attire too. The must-see is a showcase of the royal collection made available by King Mohamed VI, which includes impressive headgear and a hand of Fatima collection.

With its scenic views of Salé across the Bou Regreg River and the floukas making their way between the two cities, Café Maure is a pleasant spot for sipping a mint tea accompanied by Moroccan pastries.
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WALKING TOUR: A FRENCH FEELING IN THE NEW CITY
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Start at 1 Ave Mohammed V, the new city’s main drag. The carved zellige on the exterior of 2 Hotel Gaulois adds a Moorish touch to this art deco building, which houses an impressive interior staircase.

Leaving the hotel behind, wander south beneath the arcades, admiring shopfronts with intriguing window displays, and elegant entrances often enhanced with zellige tilework. Peek inside for sweeping staircases, typically constructed with Moroccan marble.

Arriving at the 3 Cinéma Renaissance, climb up to the 2nd-floor cafe where balconies provide street views of art deco low-rises on either side. Back at street level, venture down Rue Jeddah to the red-and-yellow 4 Cinéma Royal. It’s open in the afternoon; step inside for riotous colours in pinks and blues, and bold lines in true art deco style.

Return to Ave Mohamed V where the Moorish art deco 5 Telegraphe Poste Telephone building sits on one side of the busy roundabout, operating as a central post office. From under its arches, admire the impressive 6 Bank Al Maghrib with intricate patterns carved in its stone facade and curved edges on the opposite corner.

In the next block, climb up to the 2nd-floor 7 Kulte gallery to peek inside an art deco apartment, accessible via a marble staircase surrounded by yellow and black zellige-lined walls.

Further along, the boldly coloured 8 Parliament of Morocco is identifiable by the Moroccan flags. Use the crosswalk to the  9 Hotel Balima tucked under huge palms.

Back on the main drag, turn left at Ave Abou Inane towards the towering steeples of the imposing 10 St Peter’s Cathedral.



Outdoor Art Gallery

MURALS AND STREET ART

Employing a technique similar to a dot-matrix printer, artist Hendrik Beikirch has recreated the face of Najma, a farmer from Morocco’s Ourika Valley, on the Caisse de Dépôt et de Gestion building as part of his Tracing Morocco project. Clearly articulating each facial line and emotion of a farmer hailing from rural Morocco, the project spotlights unknown Moroccan tradespeople whose ways of working are disappearing or changing in an evolving society.

When French street artist Space Invader visited Rabat in 2017, he left behind 20 of his iconic mosaic installations. Across the tramlines from the St Peter’s Cathedral is one such mosaic while other ‘invasions’ can be found throughout the medina. Look for the ’80s-inspired Space Invader wearing a traditional red fez cap, watching over a belly dancer or on a magic carpet ride throughout the medina and kasbah.

On Avenue Madagascar, Moroccan street artist Ed Oner has left his stamp, literally, on a six-storey building on the busy thoroughfare. Three stamp-like images portray iconic sites throughout the capital including the majestic entrance to Chellah, and the floukas that transport passengers across the Bou Regreg River, linking Salé and Rabat.

Also on Ave Madgascar a touching installation of a veiled young-looking mother with her wide-eyed baby tied to her front adorns the exterior of a multi-level building near the roundabout. Artist Machima has captured a look of sadness while several arrows appear in the mother’s back.

Wandering around the Rabat Agdal train station reveals several murals. Leave the train station behind and follow the tracks to the residential buildings overlooking the railway. Here you’ll find a colourful Juraj Ďuriš mural with touches of Moroccan zellige patterns in the background.


Festival Jidar

Each summer a mix of national and international street artists descend on the capital for the week-long Festival Jidar (jidar.ma), highlighting the Moroccan street-art scene. The result is several new murals ranging from abstract to portrait-style installations. With five festivals under its belt, Festival Jidar is behind many of the fresh and faded murals adding a pop of colour to buildings citywide. Download the map for a self-guided tour and more details.



DRINKS WITH A VIEW IN RABAT

Le Deck

Sweeping views from the Kasbah Oudaias to the Mohammed VI Tower at the swank Fairmont Rabat-Salé.

Le Dhow

Hop aboard this anchored boat outside the medina for views of Rabat and Salé on either side.

Onomo Hotel

Overlook the art deco downtown and the spires of nearby St Peter’s Cathedral.

Discovering Salé

THE OTHER SIDE OF RABAT

Created in the 10th century, Salé’s prosperity meant nearby Chellah’s decline. But the city’s storied history begins in the 17th century when Muslim refugees arrived from Christian Spain along with a band of Christian renegades, Moorish pirates and global buccaneers. Rabat and Salé became safe havens for corsairs roving to North America seeking Spanish gold, and to Cornwall in England to capture Christian slave labour. Alaouite sultans attempted to curtail their looting sprees, but the corsairs continued attacking European shipping until well into the 19th century. Today, Salé remains a tale of two cities: the ancient medina where life appears unchanged for centuries and the riverbank dotted with swanky buildings.

Built by pirates called the Salé Rovers and now undergoing restoration works, the Pirate Prison on the shores of the Atlantic Ocean recalls Salé’s history. The bastion above provides great sea views with cells below where prisoners were held before being sold into the North African market.

The small Medersa Abou Al Hassan is a former Quranic school. The building dates back to the 14th-century Merinid dynasty, and it’s showing its age. Despite its turquoise tiling, which contrasts with intricately carved stucco, it receives few visitors, unlike medersas in Fez and Marrakesh. Head up to the 2nd floor to see where the students slept while studying.

Small and relatively easy to navigate, the 13th-century walled medina retains an almost medieval flavour. Most visitors are en route to the Grand Mosque or one of the other important shrines in the area, or locals shopping for fresh produce, clothing, household goods and spices.


SALÉ ROVERS

In 1619 a group of corsairs declared an independent republic known as Bou Regreg at the ancient port of Salé, pledging allegiance to their leader, Dutchman Jan Janszoon van Haarlem (c 1570–1641), rather than the sultan. Known as the Salé Rovers, their government consisted of 14 pirate leaders, with Janszoon as both president and the admiral of their 18-ship navy.

After ordering an unsuccessful siege of the city, the sultan acknowledged the republic by declaring Janszoon governor in 1624. Under the Rovers’ rule, Salé initially prospered, patrolling shipping routes between Atlantic colonial ports and Europe, seizing ships and their gold, and selling the ships’ crews into slavery. Soon, though, the political climate worsened and Janszoon and most of his followers departed in 1627.



SHOPPING IN RABAT

Rabat Medina

Rue des Consuls is where to head for traditional artisanal goods and made-in-Morocco souvenirs.

MaliMalo

For modern takes on traditional designs using traditional artisan know-how, head to MaliMalo in the Ocean district.

Le 17 Océan

Carefully curated selection of homewares and clothing produced by Moroccan designers with on-site cafe.

Bou Regreg Buildings

MODERN ARCHITECTURE ON THE BOU REGREG

Designed by Zaha Hadid Architects, the white spaceship-like structure of the 1800-seat Grand Théatre de Rabat is said to be inspired by the Bou Regreg River, which runs between Rabat and Salé, and next to which the theatre is located. At the time of writing, the theatre was awaiting inauguration, but can be viewed from the outside.

Soaring over the city, the 55-storey rocket-shaped Mohammed VI Tower is visible from up to 50km away and will be the second-tallest tower in Africa upon completion, though it may seem a bit out of place on the plains next to the Bou Regreg River. In addition to a hotel, office space and luxury apartments, an observation deck is planned at the top of the tower.

See Rabat-Salé from another side on a flouka tour along the Bou Regreg River to witness Zaha Hadid’s Grand Théatre de Rabat and peer up at the Mohammed VI Tower. Or venture out to where the river meets the ocean for sea views of Rabat’s impressive Kasbah Oudaias. Expect to pay Dh50 for a 30-minute tour.

When hunger strikes around midday, head to the fish market to purchase fresh catch of the day before having one of the local grills cook it to perfection on the shores of the Bou Regreg.
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Grand Théatre de Rabat | Said Mrigua/Shutterstock ©


I LIVE HERE: LINGER IN SALé
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Jan and Rachid of the Repose Riad and Salé tourist guides share their tips for exploring Salé. @thereposeriad

Walking Tour of Salé

Discover Salé’s colourful history at the Great Mosque; Borj Adoumoue; Souq Lakbir; Souq Laghzal, with twice weekly public auctions; and Souq el-Merzouk, the biggest gold market in Morocco.

Make a Tajine at Oulja Craft Centre

Take a one-to-one pottery and/or painting class with local potters.

Drumming under the Bridge

Buy some patisserie at Patisserie El Alami near Bab Bouhaja and a juice from two doors up. Follow the medina wall to the Bab Lamrissa arch for drumming under the Rabat bridge, most evenings at sunset.




Getting Around

Petits taxis are blue in Rabat and soft yellow in Salé and are perfect for moving around the respective cities, but they cannot cross the bridge to ferry passengers between the two cities.

The tram (Dh6) is the easiest way to travel around and between Rabat and Salé, but tickets must be purchased at one of the machines on the platforms. If travelling from Rabat to Salé, the Gare de Salé stop is the closest to the medina.

Rabat is served by two train stations: Rabat Ville, for travellers visiting the downtown and the medina, and Rabat Agdal. Salé is served by Gare de Salé Ville and Salé Tabriquet.






Beyond Rabat
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Popular with birdwatchers, particularly during spring and autumn months, Moulay Bousselham is on the shores of the Merja Zerga lagoon.


Moulay Bousselham is a blissfully tranquil town outside peak summer months when holidaymakers flock here for golden-sand beaches (be mindful of currents and dangerous waves if opting for a swim). There are only a couple of guesthouses and restaurants catering to the tourist trade, but one night is sufficient to take in the birdlife on a two-hour boat ride of the lagoon. Otherwise, days are spent admiring the view from above while lingering over a coffee in one of the local cafes at the top of the hill.
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Moulay Bousselham | JOSE Y YO ESTUDIO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Hire a local guide who will point out the birds you’re likely to spot and even provide binoculars.



Wildlife Adventures in Merja Zerga National Park

LAGOON, FRESH FISH AND BIRDWATCHING

Part of a 70-sq-km namesake national park, Merja Zerga (Blue Lagoon) attracts a myriad of migrant birds including flamingos, making it one of Morocco’s prime birdwatching habitats. The lagoon is between 50cm and 4m deep, depending on the tide. Around 10% of it is freshwater from the Dredr River, the rest seawater.

Birdwatchers come in search of the cape owl, slender-billed curlew and Caspian tern, to name a few. While the best times to visit are spring and autumn, there are birdwatching opportunities year-round. Expect to see herons, ibises, spoonbills, plovers, egrets and more.

Of the five villages on the lagoon shores, four rely on agriculture, including strawberries and blueberries for sale roadside during winter, while Moulay Bousselham relies on fishing. If you hang around the port as the boats dock around midday, you’ll have an opportunity to purchase fresh catch of the day.

Contact Hassan Dalil (0668434110) or Mansoury el Boukhary (0663093794) for specialised birding tours on the lagoon. Both have their own boat and will share history and culture in addition to their binoculars for spotting bird species.

Look for the koubbas (shrines) at the mouth of the river, as it’s here that a 10th-century Egyptian saint, Moulay Bousselham, is commemorated, giving the town its name.

Grab a seat at Cafe Restaurant Izaguirre overlooking the sea-blue fishing boats moored in the lagoon, while catch of the day is prepared in the kitchen. Clean and cheerful, this restaurant is the best in town. No alcohol.
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Fishing boats, Merja Zerga | MOUCHAGUE PATRICK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN MOULAY BOUSSELHAM

Vila Bea

Top pick for its retro furnishings, swimming pools, bright rooms and suites with private balconies and sea views. Weary travellers could easily spend a couple of nights here recharging. €€€

Maison des Oiseaux

The basic rooms are clean, showers are hot and reverse air-conditioners are installed. From the garden, enjoy lagoon views in the distance. Breakfast is simple, but it’s best to avoid booking dinner in the hotel. €




Getting Around

Moulay Bousselham is 140km north of Rabat and takes about 1¾ hours following the A5 motorway. To travel by public transport, you’ll need to take a train to Kenitra-Medina then a grand taxi to Moulay Bousselham (about 45 minutes). Note, the hotels are not easily walkable from the grand taxi station on the main road, and public transit within the village is scarce.





CASABLANCA
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Morocco’s economic and commercial hub, Casablanca is a place where business and creative industries prosper. Old cinemas from the Protectorate days are once again attracting cinephiles to screenings of independent and international films. A new generation of restaurateurs are breaking from tradition and opening restaurants catering to vegans and international taste buds. Oceanside, the Corniche attracts star-struck lovers, strolling families and a well-heeled crowd sipping cocktails overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. Downtown, handsome 20th-century buildings melding French-colonial design with traditional Moroccan styles (zellige, carved stucco and cedarwood) mix with modernist buildings developed post-independence. All this in addition to the immense Hassan II Mosque on the shores of the Atlantic. Yes, the city is bustling, traffic can be gridlocked and it’s low on well-known tourist sites, but the city has an urban vibe unlike other Moroccan cities.
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Casablanca | Marianna Ianovska/Shutterstock ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Hassan II Mosque

SIGHTS

2Abderrahman Slaoui Foundation Museum

3Agadir Street Market

4Ancienne Medina

5AXA

6Church of San Buenaventura

7Ettedgui Synagogue

8Habous

9Mahkama du Pacha

10Mohammadi Mosque

11Mosque Ould El Hamra

12Postal Sorting Centre

13Sqala

14Villa Suissa

SLEEPING

15Hotel Centrale

16Hôtel Le Doge

EATING

17Pâtisserie Bennis

18Rick’s Café

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

19Café Imperial

ENTERTAINMENT

20American Arts Center

SHOPPING

21Olive Souq




TOP TIP

Embrace the bustle of the city and forget seeing endless historical sights. Instead, slow down amid the hustle and see the city from the streetside cafes, feeling its history via its medinas and art deco downtown, and its energy via rubbing shoulders with locals at one of its many restaurants.



Brutally Modern

DISCOVERING POST-COLONIAL ARCHITECTURE STYLES

Beyond the art deco downtown constructed during the French Protectorate era are a myriad of modernist buildings from the mid-20th century. In the years leading up to and then following independence, a new wave of architects emerged, responding to the kingdom’s newly regained independence with architectural styles portraying an image of progress and modernity.

Works by key architects of the time – including Jean-François Zevaco, Mourad Ben Embarek, Eli Azagury and Abdeslem Faraoui and Patrice de Mazières – continue to dot the cityscape. Relatively untouched, the modernist exteriors display elements unique to this style, but with a Moroccan touch: concrete facades that are painted rather than raw, the use of zellige for decorative purposes and the use of wooden beams, to name a few.

The massive Postal Sorting Centre is a fine example of Moroccan modern architecture. Its blue tilework adds a decorative Moroccan touch, as do the exterior artworks by Moroccan artists, a feature that was popular at that time.

Decades after Zevaco built the Agadir Street Market, the covered market with its iconic concrete flat slab roof continues to respond to the community need for a sanitised food market, removed from street traffic and protected from the elements.

Commanding one’s attention on Blvd Hassan II is the headquarters of one of Morocco’s leading insurance providers: AXA. Its repetitive diamond-shaped-window facade makes this modernist building stand out.

End with a coffee break at Villa Suissa, built as a private residence but now occupied by the French patisserie chain Paul, for a glimpse inside one of Zevaco’s residential works (on which he collaborated with fellow architect Paolo Messina).


I LIVE HERE: SEE & BE SEEN IN CASABLANCA
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Eleonore Bénit, journalist and content creator in Casablanca, shares her tips on where to enjoy dinner with a view. @eleonorebenit

Birds Rooftop

The ocean views and the Mediterranean fusion tapas curated by Israeli chef Mike Uzan are to die for. (From May to end of September.) €€

Lili’s Gastronomy

For mouth-watering Asian food, Lili’s is hands down the best in Casablanca, with views of the ocean and historic lighthouse. €€€

Le Cabestan

To see and be seen, this is your go-to, especially on hot summer days. Perfect for after-work drinks or to dance the night away. The food is fresh and the salty breeze is pleasant. €€-€€€



WHERE TO STAY & DINE IN CASABLANCA

Hotel Centrale

A sweeping staircase, port views and friendly staff are added bonuses at this simple hotel in the Old Medina. €

Hotel Le Doge

A boutique hotel where the art deco interiors and exterior blend in within the heart of the art deco downtown. €€€

Rick’s Café

Perhaps the city’s most famed restaurant. Come for ambience and food, and tickle the ivories before departing. €€€

The Old & the New

MEDINAS FROM TWO DIFFERENT ERAS

The French built Habous, also known as the new medina, to Western criteria in the 1930s. This idealised version of a traditional medina is complete with clean streets, attractive Moorish buildings and arcades, and neat rows of shop stalls selling traditional artisanal goods. If the Mahkama du Pacha is open for visitors, pop in for outstanding carved stucco and cedarwood doors and ceilings in a central area. From here, follow the road towards Place de la Mosquée where the Mohammadi Mosque was inaugurated in 1936 by Sultan Mohammed V, who would later return as king. A visit to the Olive Souq is an assault on the senses. Follow the crowds to Pâtisserie Bennis for sticky sweet treats before grabbing a tea at Café Imperial.

Casablanca’s compact 19th-century Ancienne Medina (Old Medina) is worth a wander for its crooked whitewashed lanes, occasional tree-shaded square and local cafes, or as a route for those walking between downtown Casablanca and the Hassan II Mosque. Most visitors enter through Bab Marrakech or the gate next to the rebuilt clock tower at the northeast corner of Place des Nations Unies, where most shops are found. The rest of the medina remains largely residential, and a wander by the Ettedgui Synagogue, Church of San Buenaventura and Mosque Ould El Hamra sheds light on the once diverse population. Across from the mosque sits a former residence where General Lyautey welcomed guests during the Protectorate era. On the north side of the medina, facing the port, are the last remains of Casablanca’s 18th-century fortifications. Known as the sqala, the bastion offers panoramic views over the sea.


WHY I LOVE CASABLANCA

Mandy Sinclair, writer

With an art deco downtown where classic cafes are nestled within covered arcades and storied hotels from a bygone era reveal secrets of the city’s past, Casablanca feels like a step back in time. In contrast, stylish cafes dot the coastline and attract a glamorous clientele for breathtaking views of the Hassan II Mosque, particularly as the sun sets. A diverse restaurant scene is representative of the city’s population and those who dare to explore Casablanca are rewarded with a glimpse into the pulsating economic hub of the kingdom, with an energy to match.



Culturally Diverse

MUSEUMS, CULTURAL CENTRES AND GALLERIES

The six-storey American Arts Center is a hive of activity, offering film screenings, workshops, exhibitions, dance performances and readings – with an emphasis on English programming. It attracts a crowd of all ages, and entrance to events is typically free, although workshops may come with a small fee.

The privately owned Abderrahman Slaoui Foundation Museum showcases Abderrahman Slaoui’s collection of Moroccan decorative arts, from Orientalist travel posters to ornate Amazigh jewellery and exquisite perfume flasks.

Set in a villa that was once a Jewish orphanage, the Museum of Moroccan Judaism traces the 2000-year history of Jews in Morocco, focusing on Casablanca’s Jewish community. The collection includes clothing, tools, ritual objects and photographs, and there’s a reconstructed 1930s synagogue from Larache in an adjoining room. The museum is 1km from the Gare de l’Oasis tram stop. Most taxi drivers are unaware of the museum, and will need to be given directions. Also note that it is sensible to call ahead to check that the museum is open. Students enter free on Wednesday.


Getting Around

Grands taxis cost Dh300 for a transfer between the airport and the city centre, though fares can increase depending on time of day and demand. For peace of mind, consider booking transportation through your accommodation. Petits taxis in Casablanca are red and can be hailed on the street. Fares start around Dh15, and the driver may be hesitant to use the meter.

The Casa Tramway (casatramway.ma) makes getting around the city simple and comfortable. With two lines, T1 is perhaps most useful for travellers, making stops at the Casa Voyageurs train station to Place Mohammed V, via the Marché Central and Place des Nations Unies. Tickets are Dh6 for a single trip and must be purchased from an easy-to-use machine on the platform. The tram runs from 5.30am to 10.30pm.

Driving in Casablanca is chaotic and often gridlocked. Parking is either done by feeding a meter, or paying a guardian a small tip (Dh5) on unmetered streets to watch your car.





WALKING TOUR: AN URBAN ARCHITECTURE TOUR
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Start at 1 Bank Al Maghrib, identifiable by its golden facade. It was decorated by local artisans, who created patterns often featured on the minarets from the Almohad dynasty and diamond-shaped motifs often found on Berber carpets. This neo-Moroccan-style building is typically closed to the public, but is open during the Journées des Patrimoines, when tours take in different areas across the city, typically in the spring.

From here, make your way over to the 2 post office. Its blue-and-green-tiled facade and green roof tiles are indicative of a neo-Moorish style. Note the marble mail slot for sending postcards abroad. Step inside during working hours. Continue along Ave Hassan II, passing the hulking 3 Grand Théâtre de Casablanca, opened in 2019, but closed at the time of writing. Arrive at the 4 Park de la Ligue Arabe to wander along the tree-lined pathways bordering water fountains and the art deco 5 Sacred Heart Cathedral turned cultural centre.

Exiting the park, return to the 6 Place Mohammed V, the heart of the administrative centre developed during the French Protectorate, with the old medina nearby. Step inside the 1930s 7 Wilaya (governor’s office) for a mix of architecture styles and three large patios filled with lush greenery and symmetrical arches lined with zellige tiles, and floors patterned with art deco motifs.

Enjoy a view of the theatre and square from the 8 Tribunal de Premiere Instance. Follow Rue Tata, stopping for a coffee break under the arcades of the impressive 9 La Princière on Rue Driss Lahrizi. Don’t forget to look up at the building’s exterior before reaching the end of the tour at the art deco 10 Cine-théâtre Lutetia.





TOP SIGHT
Hassan II Mosque

Rising up on an outcrop jutting over the Atlantic, the Hassan II Mosque opened in 1993 and is one of two Moroccan mosques open to non-Muslims, though a guided tour conducted outside prayer times is required to gain entry. More than a place of worship, the mosque showcases the finest Moroccan artisanship: hand-carved stone and wood, intricate marble flooring and inlay, gilded cedar ceilings and exquisite zellige.
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Scan this QR code for tour details
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Minaret

The 200m-tall minaret decorated with lace-like marble and zellige in colourful patterns is a city landmark. An interior elevator can lift up to 12 people to the top of the minaret within a minute to project the call to prayer five times per day. This is not open to the public.

Topping the minaret is a 15.5m-high jamour (spire) identifiable by its three balls measuring 3.8m, 2.5m and 1.6m in diameter and weighing 3700kg. From here, a laser beam is pointed towards Mecca and is visible for 30km.


DON’T MISS

Minaret

Prayer hall

Call to prayer

Hammam

Guided tour

Zellige patterns

Marble fountains



Prayer Hall

At 20,000 sq metres, the size and the elaborate decoration of the prayer hall are breathtaking. More than 6000 master craftspeople were assembled to work on the mosque, delicately carving intricate Quranic verses, and carving or painting fragrant cedarwood from the Middle Atlas and pink granite from Agadir.

The gates were made from brass and titanium, and the ablution fountains in the basement shaped like lotus flowers are carved from local marble.

There’s capacity for 25,000 worshippers inside the main prayer hall, and two mezzanines on either side of the central nave accommodate 5000 female worshippers.

In warmer months, a retractable roof provides a bit of breeze within the space while also creating a sunny patio-like space for which Arab-Andalusian architecture is known. When the roof is closed, Murano chandeliers provide light while ocean-facing glass doors allow natural light to flood the space. On cooler days, the floor can be heated if necessary.

Exterior

Wander beneath the arches and towering minaret, where hulking brass doors carved with intricate patterns lead into the mosque. Among the extravagant fountains is a reminder of the building’s opulence and immensity. No exterior space has been neglected by artisans – even the ceilings of the exterior arches and arcades are decorated with intricate patterns.

Hammam

Separate hammams for men and women are spacious, with 3000 sq metres per hammam, and include the typical hot, warm and cool rooms as well as small plunge pools with heated saltwater.

The hammam is open to the public, including non-Muslims, with packages ranging from a simple scrub to more elaborate treatments.


HAMMAM

The hammam (leshammams.ma/en/home) is a lovely way to enhance a visit to the mosque. With separate entrances for men and women, the hammam is outfitted with marble galore, lofty domed ceilings and all the finishings. Sadly, the service doesn’t match the setting, and the pool with heated seawater was not functional at the time of visit. The hammam is open daily.



Ablution Hall

Visited as part of the public tour, 41 marble fountains in the shape of lotus flowers and 600 taps are located within the basement of the mosque to provide worshippers with a space to perform their ablutions prior to making their way to the prayer hall. Despite being located in the basement, natural light shines through from above.

The supporting pillars are decorated with tadelakt finishing and zellige in a similar colour scheme to that found on the building’s exterior.


TOP TIPS

• Appropriate attire means knees, torso and upper arms are covered.

• Shorts and sleeveless shirts are prohibited.

• Women are not required to wear a headscarf.

• Tickets are not available for purchase online.

• Being on the esplanade as the muezzin melodically calls the prayer makes for a special experience.

• Given lack of shade, morning tours are best on hot days.

• Bring water as refreshments are unavailable on-site.

• Fewer morning tours are offered on Fridays.

• Access to the esplanade during and following prayer times may be restricted.

• If taking a taxi when leaving the mosque, wandering a block or two may result in a more favourable fare.



Esplanade

On the esplanade surrounding the mosque is space for an additional 80,000 worshippers, meaning the mosque can accommodate up to 105,000 people at one time.

This space may be blocked off to visitors at prayer time, and for one hour following.





WALKING TOUR: AN OPEN-AIR ARCHITECTURAL MUSEUM
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Leaving 1 Cafe de France behind, follow the tram tracks to the right to meander along Blvd Mohammed V, tucking into the passages housing small businesses, and entrances with grand, sweeping staircases. Don’t hesitate to veer down a side street if a building piques your interest.

The art deco 2 Glaoui Building corners the street and is notable for the red and green zellige, adding not only a pop of colour to the white facade and carefully carved plasterwork, but also demonstrating how foreign architects added Moroccan touches to the international architectural styles of the time. A few doors down, signs for the 3 ABC Cinema and 4 Empire Cinema recall bygone days in Casablanca, as does the 5 Cinema Rialto, on the opposite side and slightly off the main street. If a refreshing beverage is in order, grab a seat at 6 Le Sphinx bar inside the Hotel Rialto, where time seems to have stood still.

Back on the main drag, the 7 Maroc-Soir Building on the right demands attention for its neo-Moroccan exterior complete with sculpted facades and glazed green roof tiles. On the left, the art nouveau  8 Martinet Building provides a switch up in architectural styles. Across the street the 9 Marché Central is just steps away. Pop in to this market to indulge your appetite with fresh seafood from one of the vendors. Emerge onto the main street and continue along to the 10 Maret Building hugging the street and recognisable by its colourful zellige-tiled cupola. Peek inside the entrance for a fine example of an entryway from the 1930s. From here, wander back towards Cafe de France, admiring the architecture from the other side of the street.






Beyond Casablanca


Old cities along Morocco’s northern Atlantic coast recall a Portuguese past and an artistic present, with a dose of nature.


Casablanca may be the country’s economic hub, but key industries extend beyond the city limits in surrounding towns and the countryside, just at a slower pace and with fewer traffic jams. Greenhouses line expansive fields providing evidence of the country’s important agricultural sector. But the area is more than just industry. Bumpy dirt roads lead to untouched beaches tucked beneath rugged coastlines. Small guesthouses provide refuge to city dwellers seeking a break from the city. Seafood lovers rejoice at shucking oysters fresh from the ocean with a squeeze of lemon and other catches of the day. In between are port towns that share a Portuguese past and rich, artistic communities to explore.
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Riad door, El Jadida | Mitzo/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Driving this route provides access to several stopovers in one day that would require several days if travelling by bus given the limited schedule.





ROAD TRIP
A Coastal Jaunt

This tour winds its way along Morocco’s Atlantic coast, heading south from Casablanca. Follow the road to a lagoon for birdwatching (seasonal) and oysters, historic ports built by the Portuguese, fortified towns with vibrant medinas, and to sandy beaches. In between, enjoy views of gently rolling farmland, highlighting the region’s agricultural richness. Two days allows for a slower-paced road trip.
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Safi pottery | Anton Zelenov/Shutterstock ©

1 Azemmour

For art lovers and travellers, a wander around Azemmour’s medina offers a glimpse of the past and of modern working-class Morocco. The city hosted a street-art festival in 2013, and murals are still visible throughout the medina. The capitanerie d’Azemmour is worth a visit – it’s an immense architectural complex that formerly housed the Portuguese captain who governed the city during the 1513–41 Portuguese occupation. Climb up to the bastions for views. Azemmour is famed for its artists: a visit to Artiste El Hani Mohamed’s studio often affords an opportunity to see the artist at work. Pop into the bread oven near Dar El Baroud where the baker doubles as an artist, with his works adorning the walls. The newly opened Maison de l’Artisanat is a lovely place to shop for locally made souvenirs. L’Oum Errebia is the top hotel.

The Drive: From Azemmour drive 17km along the coastal P3402, stopping en route at Mazagan Beach Resort for lunch.

2 El Jadida

This town’s Unesco-protected 16th-century Cité Portugaise offers views of the Atlantic Ocean and an old city skyline dotted with minarets, church steeples and a synagogue. It’s a lovely place to stop for a stroll while journeying along the coast. If making this a two-day journey, book a stay at boutique hotel L’Iglesia.

The Drive: From El Jadida, travel south along the R301 for 78km.

3 Oualidia

In summer when locals flock here for seafood and pleasant beaches on the lagoon, Oualidia comes to life. Ostrea is a top spot for shucking oysters while overlooking the lagoon. Octopus Restaurant does a mean octopus tajine. Hop aboard a flouka for a ride around the lagoon, passing the palace and moving further afield for birdwatching. Expect to see egrets, oystercatchers and pink flamingos in season. Negotiate the price in advance. Head to the beachfront to buy freshly gathered shellfish.

The Drive: From Oualidia, head inland to travel along P2300 for 59km or the A1 autoroute (tolls applicable) to the R202 for 67km.

4 Safi

This city’s claim to fame is its pottery. Dig deeper into Safi’s artistic history at the National Museum of Ceramics – Safi or at one of the pottery factories. The walled medina and fortified Portuguese-built medina make for an atmospheric stroll, largely void of tourists. The well-marked Spanish church was closed to visitors at the time of writing.








MEDITERRANEAN COAST & THE RIF MOUNTAINS
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OCEAN VIEWS, MOUNTAINS AND HISTORY

A legendary port city, a blue-hued mountain town and a Moroccan crafts capital, all flanked by arcs of golden sand and rugged mountains.
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Bordered by the mellow waves of the Mediterranean and the craggy peaks of the Rif Mountains, the north is one of the most alluring parts of Morocco. On the coast Tangier, the legendary libertine port city that links Africa to Europe, has shed its shady reputation and reinvented itself once more as one of the most cosmopolitan and creative cities in North Africa.

To the west, Morocco’s untamed and beautiful Atlantic coastline is steeped in mythology, while its lengthy Mediterranean coastline stretches east, dotted with idyllic coves and plunging cliffs. And there’s something for everyone, from high-end resorts with gourmet restaurants, watersports and world-class spas on offer to Amazigh homestays in a wild and wonderful national park.

Head inland and journey along winding roads through the Rif to the mountain town of Chefchaouen. It’s become a magnet for travellers from home and abroad thanks to its photogenic blue-washed medina, but this historic stronghold of Riffian Amazigh resistance has more to offer: two protected spaces on its doorstep make it heaven for hikers.

Tetouan is one of the north’s best-kept secrets, an authentic medina untouched by time and tourism, and architecture and cuisine harking back to the era of the Spanish protectorate. Elsewhere, echoes of Spain linger in the medieval fortresses and modernist architecture of the autonomous cities Ceuta and Melilla.
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THE MAIN AREAS

TANGIER

Morocco’s most cosmopolitan city.

CHEFCHAOUEN

Blue-hued mountain town.

TETOUAN

Authentic artisans.

THE MEDITERRANEAN COAST

Beaches and luxury.

CEUTA

Spain in Africa.



Find Your Way

Framed by the Mediterranean Sea and the mountains of the Rif, this region offers abundant opportunities to sample the culture, history and spectacular landscapes, on the coast and inland.
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Plan Your Time

The Mediterranean coast and Rif Mountains make the perfect combination. Discover the creative side of bohemian Tangier, the master crafters of Tetouan and the one-of-a-kind blue-tinged mountain town of Chefchaouen.
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Pressed for Time

• Base yourself in the famously decadent Tangier, with its Europe-facing medina – where there are enough museums, galleries, showstopping views and fabulous restaurants to occupy your time. Start in the kasbah, with a visit to the Kasbah Museum, some designer shopping and drink in the views over Spain with a cocktail on the terrace of the Hotel Nord Pinus.

• Spend a day dipping your toes into the Atlantic and art-filled Asilah. And another exploring that worthy Instagram star, the blue-hued medina of charming Chefchaouen, before dropping in on Tetouan to admire its Spanish architecture and exceptional crafts.




A Week to Travel Around

• Start in Tangier, arriving by ferry from Spain to feel the thrill of swapping Europe for Africa. After a few days taking in the history and laid-back cafe culture, skip inland to Tetouan, the old capital of Spanish Morocco, with its bewitching blend of authentic Moroccan medina and Andalusian architecture.

• The Spanish left a lighter influence on nearby Chefchaouen, nestled in the Rif Mountains with a medina decorated in myriad shades of blue. When you’ve explored its cobbled streets, head to Talassemtane National Park or deeper into the Rif Mountains, taking in Amazigh villages, wondrous waterfalls and otherworldly geological formations along the way.




If You Have More Time

• Explore the delights of Tangier, Chefchaouen and Tetouan, then head east, crossing the border into Ceuta to enjoy vino and tapas, before beach-hopping along the Mediterranean coast, splashing the cash on some Riviera vibes in Tamuda Bay or going low-key in El Jebha, exploring its hidden coves by boat.

• Continue east along the coast to the proud, modern seaside resort of Al Hoceima, gateway to the limestone cliffs and dry canyons of the Al Hoceima National Park. Hike and mountain bike through the park, take a bird-spotting cruise and book a homestay with an Amazigh family.



Seasonal Highlights

Inland cities sizzle in summer and winters can be cold. The beaches are busiest in summer, so spring and autumn are ideal for exploring, hiking and beach-hopping.

MARCH

There’s cinematic action in Tetouan (pictured) for the International Mediterranean Film Festival.
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MAY

Festival SAMA in Tangier combines music, literature and visual arts in a spirit of inclusivity.
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JUNE

June (and September) is the ideal time to hit the beach, before the crowds arrive but attractions are open.
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JULY

Artists descend on the town of Asilah (pictured) for demonstrations, workshops and exhibitions around the annual Cultural Moussem.
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AUGUST

The beaches on both coasts are busiest this month, when schools are on holiday and city temperatures are at their highest.
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SEPTEMBER

The popular Tanjazz Festival sees global musicians and DJs arrive to rock Tangier’s kasbah.
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DECEMBER

Cinephiles head to Tangier for its annual film festival, held in its beautifully restored art deco cinemas.
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TANGIER
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Tangier is a meeting place: of the Mediterranean and Atlantic, Europe and Africa, north and south. Its position drew numerous cultures who left their mark – at one time or another, the Carthaginians, Romans, Arabs, Portuguese and the British all wrestled for control, giving this gritty port city its unique character.

In the 20th century, Tangier became an international zone with its own laws, attracting writers and musicians, intellectuals and exiles with its anything-goes atmosphere. But after Morocco gained independence in 1956, much of the expat population melted away. More recently, a multibillion-dirham investment has swept away years of neglect; there’s a new marina, ferry and fishing ports, and a high-speed train to Casablanca, along with museums, stylish hotels and sophisticated restaurants.

Tangier’s intriguing history is ever-present – but a new generation of creative Tanjawis are looking to the future.
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SIGHTS

1Bab Al Bahr

2Galerie Conil

3Grand Socco

4Hotel El Muniria

5Mahal Art Space

6Medina Art Gallery

7St Andrew’s Church

8Tangier American Legation Museum

9Tanja Marina Bay

10Terrasse des Paresseux

11The Corniche

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

12Blue Door Cuisine

SLEEPING

13Hotel Continental

14La Maison de Tanger

15Mimi Calpe

16Villa Augustine

17Villa Mabrouka

EATING

18Salon Bleu

19Saveur de Poisson

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

20Alma Kitchen & Coffee

21Café À l’Anglaise

22Café Baba

23Café Colon

24Café Hafa

25Gran Café de Paris

26Grand Café Central

27Hotel Nord-Pinus

see 36Las Chicas

ENTERTAINMENT

28Buena Vista Tanger Club

29Cine Alcázar

30Cinema Rif

31Cinema Roxy

32Institut Français de Tanger

33Les Fils du Détroit

SHOPPING

34Boutique Majid

35Kasbah Collective

36Las Chicas

37Laure Welfling

38Les Insolites

39Librairie des Colonnes

40Madini Parfumeur

41Mexique Bookshop

42Rock da Kasbah

43Rumi

44Topolina




TOP TIP

Soak up the atmosphere on the Grand Socco, people-watching over a coffee at the Cinema Rif’s cafe. The buzzy square has long been a gathering place, joining the old city to the new; from there you can dive into the medina or discover the Ville Nouvelle.



THREE SMALL MUSEUMS TO VISIT

Fondation Lorin

Housed in a former synagogue, it traces the history of Tangier through old photographs.

Donkey Museum

In the Rock da Kasbah building, two rooms are dedicated to the donkey and its role in Moroccan society.

Borj En-Naam (Memories of Ibn Battouta)

A tribute to Tangier native Ibn Battouta, born in 1304 and the greatest traveller of the period.



WALKING TOUR: A MEANDER THROUGH THE MEDINA
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Start by checking out modern Moroccan design at 1 Las Chicas, before walking through 2 Bab Kasbah and following the road to the Place de la Kasbah, where the kasbah’s former prison has been transformed into the 3 Kasbah Museum, Contemporary Art Space, a sleek setting to celebrate artists from northern Morocco.

Then wander through the 4 Kasbah Museum of Mediterranean Cultures housed in the former sultan’s palace of Dar El Makhzen. Highlights include the mosaic of Venus from Volubilis, plus giant replica maps.

Stop for lunch on the terrace of 5 Salon Bleu, then meander through the  6 Bab El Assa, past the lavishly tiled fountain and down into the medina, where most streets lead to the 7 Petit Socco. Once the most notorious crossroads of Tangier, it was the hub of all manner of nefarious dealings. Today the facades are freshly painted, tourists abound and a nous nous (half milk, half espresso) at one of its historic cafes is a quintessential Tangier experience.

Wind down one of the medina’s main arteries to the must-visit 8 Tangier American Legation Museum (legation.org), housed in an elegant five-storey mansion near Bab Merican. In 1777 Morocco was the first country to recognise the United States by opening its ports to the nation, and the legation was the first piece of American real estate abroad.

Afterwards, check out the fresh produce in 9 Mercado Central on the fringes of the medina; head back to the kasbah for dinner and Moroccan-meets-Mediterranean fare at the sophisticated 10 El Morocco Club. Stay for a cocktail in the piano bar downstairs.



Looking Down on Tangier

DRINK IN THE VIEWS

Tangier is full of scenic lookouts and rooftop hangouts where you can sit back, relax and drink in the views. Among them is Place Faro on Blvd Pasteur in the Ville Nouvelle, still guarded by British cannons, with telescopes to spy on the Spanish and uninterrupted views across the Strait of Gibraltar. Better known as the Terrasse des Paresseux or Idler’s Terrace, it’s perfect for just that – idling some time away gazing out to sea.

In the kasbah, the easy-breezy terrace of the Salon Bleu looks down on the Place de la Kasbah on one side and the water on the other. Sip on a fresh juice and choose from a menu of made-for-sharing Moroccan mezze or kemias, little dishes of deliciousness, such as hummus and tabbouleh.

On the western end of the Place de la Kasbah, step through the 15th-century Bab Al Bahr (Gate of the Sea) for invigorating views over sky-blue boats bobbing in the fishing port and the winding coast road. It was from here that soldiers defending Tangier kept a lookout for invaders.

Nearby, perched at the kasbah’s highest point, the laid-back terrace bar atop the stylish Hotel Nord Pinus is the perfect spot for sundowners looking over to the Spanish mainland. Pair your chilled rosé or well-crafted negroni with some nibbles – salted almonds, plump olives – as the sky turns from dazzling orange to deep purple and the city lights begin to sparkle.
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FOUR OF THE BEST NOVELS SET IN TANGIER

For Bread Alone, Mohamed Choukri

Choukri’s memoir follows his family’s journey from a village in the Rif to Tangier in search of a better life.

Let It Come Down, Paul Bowles

Set in Tangier’s International Zone era. Bowles’ protagonist is a self-destructive American expat.

Leaving Tangier, Tahar Ben Jelloun

A dark tale of two siblings from Tangier as they try to adjust to life in Barcelona.

Tangerine, Christine Mangan

A gripping psychological tale of obsession played out in the backstreets of 1950s Tangier.



HILLTOP HOTELS WITH A VIEW

Fairmont Tazi Palace

This 1920s hilltop palace with panoramic views has been reimagined with an air of understated opulence. €€€

Villa Joséphine

A stay at this historic residence, high in the hills, is like stepping back to the glamorous 1920s. €€€

Villa Mabrouka

High above the bay, the former home of Yves Saint Laurent has been transformed into a boutique hotel. €€€

Cafe Culture

TANGIER’S LEGENDARY CAFES

Tangier’s cafe culture is unlike anywhere else in Morocco – clearly influenced by its neighbours to the north, Spain and France. The city is full of iconic cafes favoured by spies, writers, exiles and rock stars. Moroccan cafes used to be the preserve of men, who could lounge for hours nursing a mint tea or a nus-nus, but today cafes are far more inclusive, and women won’t feel out of place at these visitor-friendly spots.

At the top of Blvd Pasteur facing the Place de France, the Gran Café de Paris is Tangier’s most famous cafe from its epoch of spies and secret agents, and it’s still a popular meeting place for expats. Inside, the original 1920s section has retained its colonial feel with its studded brown leather seating; outside the line of people-watching chairs and tables almost takes over the pavement.

In an ornate building opposite the Cine Alcázar, between the kasbah and Grand Socco, Café Colon was popular with Spaniards at the time of the International Zone, and its single row of alfresco tables are still occupied from early morning. If you go inside, you might recognise it from a cameo it – and an elderly Paul Bowles – had in Bertolucci’s adaption of Bowles’ novel The Sheltering Sky. Little appears to have changed.

Tucked down a skinny alleyway in the medina, the hole-in-the-wall Café Baba is still as smoky as when it was a favourite hangout of the Beat poets and the Rolling Stones; a photograph of a dissipated-looking Keith Richards – Afghan coat slung over his shoulders, kif pipe in hand – has pride of place on the walls. Opened in the International Zone era, it was frequented by American heiress Barbara Hutton, who lived next door, and it allegedly got its name from the hippies who said ‘Thank you, Baba’ to the man who served the mint tea.

Go alfresco at the Grand Café Central: this is prime people-watching territory in the Petit Socco, the hub of medina action, with forward-facing tables that overflow into the square so you won’t miss a thing. It’s been part of the fabric of the city since 1813. Some cafe aficionados prefer the neighbouring and equally historic Café Tingis, with its small, wrought-iron balcony. Either way, you could spend hours watching Tangier go by.

A 10-minute walk west of the medina, Café Hafa is a much-loved locals’ cafe with some of the best sea views in the city, especially at sunset. Opened in 1921, it’s barely changed since William Burroughs and Paul Bowles drank mint tea here. Its terraced seating still tumbles down a cliffside like a whitewashed amphitheatre, and its customers still sit and gaze over the water to Spain.
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WHY I LOVE TANGIER

Sarah Gilbert, writer

‘You’ll either love it or hate it’, a Tanjawi once told me. But fresh off the ferry, after my first taste of sweet mint tea poured from a great height in a dilapidated cafe, I knew it was love. I could see the outline of Spain in the distance, but Tangier felt so thrillingly different. I’ve watched the city’s appearance change dramatically over the years – it’s certainly not living in the past. But what hasn’t changed is its cosmopolitan crossroads culture, its creativity and its sense of openness.



CONTEMPORARY CAFES TO TRY

Las Chicas

Just by Bab Kasbah, concept store Las Chicas has a lovely balcony cafe that serves tea, coffee and light bites. €€

Alma Kitchen & Coffee

This contemporary cafe focuses on healthy dishes, with vegan-friendly options – great for Sunday brunch. €€

Café à l’Anglaise

The decor reflects Tangier’s mix of cultures; expect fresh dishes, perhaps brochettes (kebabs) and seasonal tajines. €€

Cuisine & Culture

COOKING WITH BLUE DOOR CUISINE

For a hands-on Moroccan cooking experience, head to the bright and spacious venue of Blue Door Cuisine (bluedoorcuisine.com). Everyone gets a marble-topped cooking station where, over three hours, they can learn to create a delicious tajine, along with traditional bread and tea.

The experience starts in the Grand Socco with a visit to the souq and an aromatic store filled with multicoloured pyramids of mysterious spices, where you can buy a ready-mixed blend designed for your dish.

Then drop in on a community oven, an almost subterranean stone-walled space, where a man will be sliding trays of dough into the wood-fired oven; you will make Morocco’s ubiquitous bread, khobz, later.

After being welcomed to the school as you would be to a Moroccan home – with a walnut-stuffed date and a glass of milk – you will start prepping your ingredients. And in a city with a thriving fishing port and a fish market down the street, a seafood tajine seems like the obvious choice: stuffed with sea bream, baby calamari and shrimp, enveloped in a tangy tomato sauce and spices, including saffron and ginger.

While your tajine is bubbling away nicely, you’ll make khobz dough, which will be whisked off to the community oven. Then discover the fine art of tea-making using Blue Door’s bespoke blend, and attempt to pour it from a considerable height into a tiny glass.

Then it’s time to enjoy your handiwork in the dining room with a view over the bay as you chat with your multilingual Moroccan teachers. Book 24 hours in advance – 48 hours if you want to make the seafood tajine.
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The Corniche

Tangier’s broad Corniche stretches for 5km around the majestic curve of the Bay of Tangier, backed by Blvd Mohammed V, which is lined with hotels and apartments in a mix of architectural styles. There are green spaces and seating areas but not much by way of shade. It’s perfect for an early-morning jog or a sunset stroll.

At its western end, Morocco’s first urban marina, Tanja Marina Bay, protrudes into the sea, with space for boats and superyachts, trendy lounge-bars-cum-restaurants, such as Nommos and Chiringuito, and the 555 Famous Club Tanger, which is open till dawn. From its tip, you can make out the whitewashed buildings of Tarifa in Spain, around 60 minutes away by ferry.



WHERE TO STAY OUTSIDE THE MEDINA

Villa Augustine

Family home reinvented as a stylish four-room guesthouse by interior designer and hotelier Willem Smit. €€€

La Maison de Tanger

Every room in this beautiful guesthouse is unique, with balconies overlooking the gardens and small pool. €€

Mimi Calpe

Built in the 1860s, this villa’s original features have been preserved. Gorgeous garden and pool. €€€



WALKING TOUR: A STROLL IN THE VILLE NOUVELLE
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To discover the vibe of the Ville Nouvelle, start by perusing the shops along Blvd Pasteur, including the historic bookshop 1 Librairie des Colonnes and  2 Madini Parfumeur.

From there, check out the sweeping views to Spain from 3 Terrasse des Paresseux or Idler’s Terrace – on a clear day you can see Gibraltar – before grabbing a coffee at the famous 4 Gran Café de Paris on the stately Place de France. This was a legendary rendezvous throughout the years of the International Zone – during WWII it was notorious as a centre of deal making and intrigue.

Dip into the 5 El Minzah Hotel, where photographs of its famous guests line the courtyard, before heading down the Escalier Waller for a fishy feast at 6 Populaire Saveur de Poisson. The menu and the price (cash only) are fixed, so just sit down and prepare to enjoy four courses designed to be shared by the table.

Afterwards, stroll by the elegant line of Italianate buildings before relaxing in the 7 Mendoubia Garden, full of promenading couples and children playing football. It was from the balcony of the Mendoubia that Mohammed V gave his historic speech appealing for independence on 9 April 1947, and his words are inscribed in stone.

Then head into the buzzy 8 Grand Socco (aka Place 9 Avril), the former marketplace seen in many a sepia-tinted photograph, and peer inside the revamped 9 Cinema Rif, stopping for coffee and people-watching before a post-prandial walk along the 10 Corniche to the tip of the new 11 Tanja Marina Bay and another cocktail with sea views at 12 Chiringuito.



Rock the Kasbah

TANGIER’S MUSIC SCENE

Tangier has attracted its fair share of musicians over the years and it still has an eclectic music scene. The city celebrates local and international jazz musicians with the annual September Tanjazz (tanjazz.org) festival. Begun in 2000 to promote both jazz and Tangier, stages are spread over the city, with several free concerts every day. Add to that brass bands parading through the medina and electronic after-parties, and you don’t have to be a jazz buff to enjoy it.

Arab-Andalusian music is thought to have found its way to Morocco with the Muslim and Jewish refugees who fled from Andalusia in the 15th century. Tangier is one of the northern cities – Tetouan, Chefchaouen and Fez are others – that honours this musical tradition, and it’s home to the world-renowned Orchestra of Tangier, which plays instruments including the darbouka (goblet drum), the lute-like oud and rebab, as well as violins and violas.

The humble village of Jajouka lies in the foothills of the Rif, around 120km south of Tangier, where two groups – the Master Musicians of Jajouka led by Bachir Attar and the Master Musicians of Joujouka – are striving to preserve their musical heritage, an ancient form of Sufi trance. Believed to heal minds and souls, it’s a form of pipe, reed and percussion music that relies on drones and improvisation, and the art of playing these complex rhythms has been passed down from father to son for centuries.

Inextricably linked to Tangier’s musical history, artist Mohamed Hamri introduced their music to the Beats in the 1950s, and in 1968 Rolling Stone Brian Jones was the first Western musician to record with them. Today, they have a global following, and the village hosts a wild micro-festival (around 50 people, joujouka.org) every year.
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I LIVE HERE: A CREATIVE CITY
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Hicham Bouzid is the artistic director of Think Tanger

Tangier is a city that truly celebrates creativity in all its forms and there’s always something new and exciting to discover, from the street art that adorns the walls of the medina to contemporary galleries showcasing cutting-edge work by emerging artists. It attracts a diverse array of artists, designers, writers, musicians and performers, who draw fresh inspiration from the city’s rich history and unique blend of cultures and are reshaping Morocco’s art scene.

Think Tanger is a multidisciplinary platform that aims to foster creativity, innovation and knowledge exchange within the city.



WHERE TO EAT FISH

Nono Sea Taste

Beachside restaurant mixes Mediterranean ingredients with Asian flavours – look out for Dakhla oysters. €€€

Populaire Saveur de Poisson

A Tangier icon. The four-course menu is fixed, but the main event is the catch of the day. €€€

Omega 3

Good-value restaurant offering every type of fish and seafood imaginable – fried, grilled and Spanish-style stews. €€


MATISSE IN TANGIER

Of the many acclaimed artists who have passed through Tangier, Henri Matisse is probably the most famous. Enamoured with Tangier’s luminous light, on his two visits to the city – in the spring of 1912 and again the following winter – he produced around 20 canvases and even more sketches filled with bold, expressive colour. Inspired by daily medina life, he painted several striking portraits of Zohra, a local prostitute. Perhaps his most well-known work is Window at Tangier, painted from his room in the Grand Hôtel Villa de France, looking out over St Andrew’s Church and the kasbah beyond. The hotel has been restored, but Room 35 remains unchanged – ask if you can look through the window.



WHERE TO HEAR LIVE MUSIC

Les Fils du Détroit

Wardrobe-sized venue next to the Kasbah Museum where older Arab-Andalusian musicians jam.

Institut Français de Tanger

The institute puts on regular concerts from up-and-coming and established artists from Morocco and beyond.

Buena Vista Tanger Club

This restaurant near the Petit Socco hosts live music evenings with interesting local musicians.

The Beat Goes On

FOLLOWING IN LITERARY FOOTSTEPS

People are drawn to Tangier because of its literary past, and the list of writers that sought inspiration in the city is a long one – George Orwell, Raymond Chandler and Patricia Highsmith, to name a few. Probably the most famous writer associated with the city is the American author Paul Bowles. One of his favourite hangouts was the Grand Café Central in the Petit Socco, a place to see and be seen.

Bowles’ first novel, The Sheltering Sky (1949), was turned into a film by Bernardo Bertolucci more than 40 years after it was published. Bowles had a cameo in the film sitting at a table inside the Café Colon. The Cine Alcázar opposite also got a much-needed facelift for its role.

Built in 1870, the Hotel Continental is one of the oldest hotels in Africa – look at images of Tangier through the ages and this grande dame is looming over the port. It was one of the filming locations for The Sheltering Sky, and the yellowing guest book is a roll call of illustrious names, from Winston Churchill to Jack Kerouac.

A gift from the Sultan in 1821, the Tangier American Legation Museum was the first American public property outside the United States. The museum’s Paul Bowles Wing is filled with photos and artefacts – including first editions of his books and his battered leather suitcases – and contains copies of the Moroccan popular and folk music recorded by Bowles for the Library of Congress, along with Bowles’ own music.

Consecrated in 1905, St Andrew’s Church is one of Tangier’s most charming oddities. The bell tower of this Moorish Anglican church resembles a minaret and the interior has the Lord’s Prayer in Arabic over the altar. Journalist, Moroccan explorer and Tanjaoui socialite Walter Harris – whose villa is now a contemporary art museum – is buried here. It’s said that only three Christians ever visited Chefchaouen before 1920; one was poisoned, one stayed for an hour pretending to be a rabbi, and the other was Harris, the author of Morocco That Was.

Another writer who lived in Tangier during the 1950s was William S Burroughs. He penned his most famous novel, Naked Lunch – directly inspired by the city – while holed up at the Hotel El Muniria with an old Remington typewriter, a supply of typewriter ribbons and methadone. It’s still a guesthouse, and it’s said that Burroughs had Room 9, Allen Ginsberg Room 4 and Jack Kerouac Room 5.

The Gran Café de Paris on the Place de France may be more famous for Jason Bourne these days, but during the years of the International Zone – or, as Burroughs called it, Interzone – its was a hangout for Tennessee Williams and Ian Fleming, the creator of James Bond, among others.

They all went to Dean’s Bar when they needed something stronger than tea – sadly, this icon of Tangier’s nightlife has now closed its doors; the sign was stolen too.

For more on the Beats and Tangier’s other writers, read Josh Shoemake’s excellent Tangier: A Literary Guide for Travellers. And guide Abdelhak Arfaoui (VIP Africa, 0539340111) is well versed in all aspects of Tangier’s history.
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WHO WERE THE BEAT GENERATION?

The Beat Generation was a post-WWII American counterculture movement that combined visceral engagement in worldly experiences with a quest for deeper understanding.

Tangier was a key location in its development. Writer Jack Kerouac and poet Allen Ginsberg both passed through, visiting another key figure in the movement, William Burroughs, who had moved here in 1953. Burroughs, along with Paul Bowles (who was not a fan of the Beat writers’ work), inspired a coterie of local artists. The result was a mixed bag, from the heights of artistic creativity to the lows of moral depravity.



TANGIER’S BEST BOOKSHOPS

Librairie des Colonnes

This Tangier institution opened in 1949. Wide selection of books in English, French, Spanish and Arabic.

Les Insolites

Books are curated by the multi-lingual staff, who are happy to offer recommendations.

Mexique Bookshop

This small bookshop is the best place to pick up the latest English books.

Shop the Kasbah

MOROCCAN DESIGN

Tangier may not have the shop-till-you-drop ethos of Marrakesh, but there are designers aplenty in the kasbah, minus the shopping hordes.

Outside the kasbah walls on Rue Kacem Guennoun is Kasbah Collective, whose own covetable clothes, jewellery and homeware sit alongside local designers such as TanjArt.

Along the street is Las Chicas, Tangier’s original concept store, where the eclectic stock promotes contemporary Moroccan design, from Au fil du Tanger’s homegrown collection to Hassan Hajaj lampshades, plus Las Chicas’ own products. The charming upstairs cafe makes a perfect pit stop.

Then take a short detour down Rue de la Kasbah, stopping to check out the cool collection of T-shirts at Rock da Kasbah before retracing your steps and diving through the Bab El Kasbah. Take a right at El Morocco Club, and just past Galerie Conil, you’ll find Topolina. Here – and in Marrakesh, Barcelona and Brussels – you’ll find French designer Isabelle Topolina’s beautifully tailored, one-of-a-kind pieces from recycled and upcycled vintage finds, using vibrant fabric from Morocco and sub-Saharan Africa.

Retrace your steps and follow the walls round to the Place de la Kasbah, where French designer and stylist Laure Welfling’s eponymous boutique has a prime spot next to the Kasbah Museum. With the air of a quirky antique store, it’s filled with multi-hued silk caftans and richly embroidered evening dresses, all hand-sewn by Tangier’s top tailors, alongside more affordable but equally desirable accessories.

Leave the Place de la Kasbah by winding down Rue Amrah, home to several wardrobe-sized boutiques, including aromatic artisan candles at Rumi.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN THE KASBAH

La Maison Blanche

This restored riad has nine, beautifully decorated rooms and a rooftop terrace with panoramic views. €€

Saba’s House

Contemporary art meets traditional Moroccan style in this luxe riad’s six striking suites, with stellar roof-terrace views. €€€

Dar Nour

Decorated with a mix of antiques, local art and crafts. Breakfast (and drinks) on the roof terrace are delightful. €€

La Tangerina

At the top of the kasbah, this bright riad is decorated in belle-époque-meets-Moroccan style. Dazzling views. €€



OTHER ART SPACES

Galerie Conil

In three locations around the city, this influential gallery specialises in contemporary and art brut.

Mahal Art Space

An independent art space dedicated to Moroccan contemporary art, plus workshops and screenings.

Medina Art Gallery

Exhibits promote emerging artists from northern Morocco, alongside Moroccan masters and antiques.



WALKING TOUR: GALLERY-HOPPING AROUND TANGIER
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Tangier is filled with art and artists if you know where to look. Heavy hitters like Matisse and Delacroix took inspiration from the city; now its contemporary art scene is booming with a host of art galleries – here are four that you can walk between in just 15 minutes. Start on Rue de la Liberté where, just past the El Minzah Hotel, the one-storey 1 Galerie Delacroix will be on your right. Part of the Institute Français, it hosts free temporary exhibitions. Continue south along Rue de la Liberté until you reach the Place de France, cross over and head up Ave Prince Héritier, turning left on Rue Metrane Khalil, where the longstanding  2 Galerie Dar D’art holds contemporary art, Orientalism and photography exhibitions by Moroccan and international artists. At the end of the road, turn left on to Rue Ahmed Chawqui, then right onto Rue Al Moutanabi, right again onto Blvd Mohammed V, cross the road and head down Rue Jabha al Watania, where 3 Gallery Kent, one of Tangier’s most active contemporary galleries, showcases a new generation of Moroccan artists. Continue along the street and take a left down the pedestrianised Khalid Ibn El Oualid, where 4 Zawia is on the right, opposite Les Insolites. This small, triple-height space is not a classic gallery but an interactive multidisciplinary space, showing painting, sculpture, photography and video. Then hop in a petit taxi to the  5 Villa Harris Museum, a historic Moorish Revival–style building where the collection ranges from celebrated 20th-century European artists in Morocco, to the Moroccan artists who helped shape the contemporary art scene, such as Farid Belkahia and Mohamed Hamri.



A Cinematic City

LANDMARK CINEMAS REBORN

While international films are being shot in the Moroccan Hollywood of Ouarzazate, Morocco’s historic movie palaces are closing down. In the 1980s, the country had 270 working cinemas; today there are around 25.

It’s too late for many cinemas, but Tangier’s cinephiles can rejoice: three icons have been restored and reopened, and they play host to the annual Tangier Film Festival (festivaldetanger.com).

The first was Cinema Rif, a 1930s landmark on the Grand Socco. It was rescued from demolition by artist Yto Barrada, who reinvented it as nonprofit Cinémathèque de Tanger (cinemathequedetanger.com) and reopened it at the end of 2006. The eclectic programme of international films includes regular retrospectives, documentaries and shorts. Its cool cafe is a creative hub for digital nomads, with tables that spill onto the square – perfect vantage points for people-watching.

The family-owned Cinema Roxy (facebook.com/RoxyTanger) is one of the oldest, still-operating cinemas in the city. This icon of art moderne architecture was originally built as an opera house in 1943, which explains its circular design, but it opened its doors as a cinema in 1950. It was restored in 2005 and now shows Moroccan, French and Bollywood films.

On the corner of Rue d’Italie, the Cine Alcázar (alcazartanger.org) opened as a theatre in 1913 before being converted to a cinema in 1917. In the 1990s, its facade was given a lick of paint and decorated with 1940s film posters for an appearance in The Sheltering Sky. Restored to its former glory, it reopened in 2022 with the aim of bringing young people back to the cinema.


TANGIER ON SCREEN

An open-air film set, Tangier has both inspired and starred in numerous films. The Wind and the Lion stars Sean Connery as Er Raisuli who kidnapped billionaire Ion Perdicaris (whom Hollywood has reimagined as a woman, played by Candice Bergen). Bertolucci’s epic adaption of The Sheltering Sky begins in a fabulously seedy-looking Tangier, with the protagonists staying at the Hotel Continental. Matt Damon wreaks havoc in the Grand Café de Paris in The Bourne Ultimatum, and the city also appears in two Bond films: in The Living Daylights, Timothy Dalton runs across the medina’s rooftops, and in Spectre, Palais Akaaboune, a lavish riad-for-rent in the kasbah, stood in for Hotel L’Américain.



SHOPPING AROUND THE CITY

Boutique Majid

An exotic antique shop with an amazing collection of Moroccan jewellery, artefacts, clothing, fabrics and carpets.

Madini Parfumeur

Inhale some of the world’s finest oud (resinous wood) fragrances at this family-run perfume house.

DARNA

A small craft boutique selling items made by the residents of a community house helping women in need.

Ride Morocco’s First High-Speed Train

BOARD THE AL BORAQ

Board the Al Boraq – named after a mythical winged horse – and the fastest train on the African continent will zip you from Tangier to Casablanca in around two hours and 10 minutes, at speeds of up to 320km/h.

After more than a decade in the works, the Al Boraq service was inaugurated in November 2018. This sleek silver train – a French TGV lookalike – covers 323km, stopping at Rabat and Kenitra as it hugs the Atlantic coast to Casablanca, cutting the previous journey time in half.

If you travel the Al Boraq, you’ll be going green. The train originally got 25% of its power from renewable energy. This increased to 50% in 2023, with the aim of being 100% sustainable in future.

In 2023 it’s expected to transport around five million passengers in a level of style and comfort not usually associated with Moroccan trains. And at the equally shiny Tangier Ville railway station, there’s plenty of seating, shops and cafes, not to mention a dedicated Al Boraq lounge for first-class ticket holders.

You should be able to book tickets online, but sometimes the ONCF website (oncf-voyages.ma) has an issue with non-Moroccan credit cards. If you’re buying tickets at the station, try to go the day before or get there early as you’ll probably have to queue. Or buy your tickets from Marrakech Tickets (marrakechtickets.co.uk), who will forward them electronically for a small fee.
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MOVING AT HIGH SPEED

The Tangier–Casablanca line is the first phase of Morocco’s ambitious plan for a 1500km high-speed rail network that will crisscross the country, in a bid to upgrade the national railway infrastructure, and boost both business and tourism. In the planning stages are a line linking the Atlantic coast capital of Rabat to Fez – currently you have to change at Kenitra, around 200km to the east – and an extension to the Atlantic line that will link Casablanca and Agadir via Marrakesh. On completion, the project will link 43 cities, 14 ports and 12 airports.




Getting Around

The easiest way to get around the medina is on foot, although streets can be fairly steep and/or cobbly. Look out for the cheap and plentiful blue petits taxis if you’re going further afield within the city. You can reach Asilah, Rabat, Casablanca and Marrakesh by train, and the port of Tanger Ville has regular fast ferries (around an hour) to and from Tarifa in Spain. The Tanger-Med cargo port, around 40km to the east, is also a passenger terminal, with connections to and from Algeciras and Barcelona in Spain, Genoa in Italy, and Marseille and Sète in France.






Beyond Tangier
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Head west of Tangier to where the Mediterranean meets the Atlantic in a string of beautiful beaches.


In the hills to the west of Tangier are affluent neighbourhoods, with broad streets lined with upscale villas and the Tangier Royal Gold Club. Spread over a pine-covered headland, Perdicaris Park is the former playground of Greek-American billionaire Ion Perdicaris, held to ransom by a Riffian bandit. The iconic Cap Spartel lighthouse is where the Mediterranean mingles with the Atlantic, marking the start of Morocco’s wild Atlantic coastline, with just-caught fish and swathes of golden sand stretching as far as the eye can see, only broken by the fabled Caves of Hercules and its ancient rock formations. Further south is the art-filled seaside town of Asilah, where an annual festival leaves vibrant murals on its whitewashed medina walls.
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Cap Spartel | Gildas_29/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Hire a car and spend a few days exploring pretty Asilah and its wild Atlantic beaches.



The Renaissance of Asilah

AN ARTY SEASIDE TOWN

Straddling cliffs on the North Atlantic coast, 45km south of Tangier, Asilah was founded by the Phoenicians around 1500 BCE. During its long history, it has been invaded by the Carthaginians, Romans, Normans and Portuguese, among others, and it was Spanish territory before being returned to Morocco after independence in 1956.

Today its pocket-sized medina is impossibly picturesque, with dazzlingly white buildings punctuated with sky-blue paintwork. It is hard to believe that, like its neighbour Tangier, Asilah spent decades in a seemingly unstoppable decline, with miserable living conditions and rubbish-strewn streets.

Its renaissance began in 1978, when two friends, Mohammed Benaïssa and Mohammed Melehi, planned a festival under the banner Culture and Art for Development, inviting 11 artists to come and, quite literally, paint the town. They left behind vibrant murals on the newly whitewashed walls.

The festival’s success engendered a sense of civic pride, encouraging locals to keep their neighbourhoods and beaches spotless. Slowly, infrastructure improved, houses were renovated and historic buildings were restored.

Today the fortified town is invaded every August by an eclectic crowd of visual and performance artists from around the world for the Cultural Moussem. Academics, economists and politicians attend for the debates and conferences held around it. And when the festival ends, the murals remain, decorating the walls, encircling windows and curling around drainpipes.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN ASILAH

MIA Hostel

Dorms and rooms come with comfortable beds, air-con and hot water. Bike and surfboard rental, communal kitchen, rooftop terrace. €

Riad Oasis D’Asilah

A gorgeous family-run guesthouse filled with local art. Swimming pool, plant-filled garden, and sea views from the roof terrace. €€€

Hotel Al Alba

Central hotel with bright rooms decorated in blue and white in homage to the medina. Multilingual staff. The hammam is a real draw. €€



BEST PLACES TO EAT IN ASILAH

La Perle D’Assilah

Dine from the French-meets-Asian menu, while the daily specials showcase the catch of the day. €€€

Dar Al Maghrebia

Feast on budget-friendly bastillas, brochettes, briouats (stuffed pastries) and tajines in the salon or at a street table. €

Port XIV

Facing the sea, this modern restaurant serves up fish and seafood, including prawns, squid and swordfish. €€



ROAD TRIP
Where the Mediterranean Meets the Atlantic

This scenic drive takes you west of Tangier, weaving together a beautiful park and former billionaire’s playground, the meeting point of the Mediterranean and Atlantic at an iconic lighthouse, the mythical Caves of Hercules, sunset beaches and a fabulous fish restaurant. If you don’t have your own wheels, take a grand taxi.
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1 Perdicaris Park

The sprawling Perdicaris Park (also known as Rmilat Forest) is around 15 minutes from the old city. With well-marked trails shaded by eucalyptus and pines, and sweeping ocean views, it’s a popular picnicking spot for local families, especially at weekends. You can also visit the recently restored Spanish-style villa of Ion Perdicaris. In 1904 the Greek-American billionaire was kidnapped by the Riffian bandit Er Raisuli (his palace is in Asilah). President Roosevelt threatened military action, and the sultan paid a hefty ransom of $70,000 – more than $2 million today – to secure his release.

The Drive: Head south from the park before turning right on Ave Mokhtar Gazoulit; there’s parking close to the lighthouse.

2 Cap Spartel

The jutting headland of Cap Spartel is the most northwesterly point of mainland Africa, offering panoramic views of the meeting point between the turquoise Mediterranean and the cobalt Atlantic. The emblematic Hispano-Moorish lighthouse – it’s on the Dh200 note – is the oldest in Morocco. Constructed by Sultan Mohammed IV after numerous European shipwrecks in the Strait of Gibraltar, it began operating in 1864 and has now opened to the public as the Museum of Moroccan Lighthouses. Café Sol, on Achakar Beach below, is perfect at sunset.

The Drive: Head southwest from Cap Spartel, taking a sharp right after 750m to hug the coastline and wind down the coast for 7.5km.

3 Caves of Hercules

Legend has it that Hercules used his superhuman strength to break apart the mountain connecting Europe and Africa, creating the Strait of Gibraltar. Afterwards, he took a rest here. There are two caves. One has waterfalls and somewhat kitschy decor. The other has been left in its natural state and is famed for its African-continent-shaped opening, through which you can view the sea – it even appeared in Taylor Swift’s ‘Style’ video. Another myth says that the cave leads to a subterranean tunnel that crosses the Mediterranean – a British-Moroccan tunnel between Tangier and Gibraltar is still under discussion.

The Drive: A 2.5km drive south of the caves along the P4601.

4 Restaurant L’Ocean

On Sidi Kacem beach, the ocean-front deck of Restaurant L’Ocean (oceanplagetanger.com) is the place for a long, leisurely lunch or sunset supper. The restaurant offers a Mediterranean-inspired menu on which fish and shellfish are the stars. Black pasta with scallops is a standout, as are lobster salad, fruits de mer (seafood) risotto, salmon ravioli and grilled catch of the day. Wash it down with a chilled gris from Meknes.





CHEFCHAOUEN
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Ensconced in the Rif Mountains, Chefchaouen is one of Morocco’s prettiest towns. It’s no longer an off-the-beaten-track destination for artists and hippies in search of hashish – now day trippers, Moroccan tourists and Instagrammers jostle for position along its medina alleyways. But with its one-of-a-kind blue-washed walls and laid-back vibe, the ‘Blue Pearl’ is worth it.

Chaouen, as it’s known by locals, was founded in 1471 as a base for Riffian Amazigh tribes to attack the Portuguese in Ceuta. Muslim and Jewish refugees arrived from Granada in the late 15th century and built whitewashed Andalusian-style houses. The blue hues came later, but exactly when remains a mystery.

The town remained isolated – and xenophobic, Christians were forbidden entry – until it was occupied by Spanish troops in 1920. Thrown out by the Lion of the Rif, Abd el-Krim, who founded the Republic of the Rif in 1921, the Spanish soon returned and remained until independence in 1956.
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SIGHTS

1Blue Street

2Callejon Al Asri

3Hammam El-Meslouhi

4Paid Set

5Place El Haouta

SLEEPING

6Hotel Riad Cherifa

7La Petite Chefchaouen

EATING

8Bilmos

9Cafe Clock

10Sofia

SHOPPING

11Blanket Shop

12Wood Painter




TOP TIP

Don’t be a day tripper. Stay for a few nights and give yourself time to relax, explore and, yes, get that great Chaouen shot, before visiting neighbouring Talassemtane National Park or undertaking longer hikes through the Rif.



Souq to Kitchen to Plate

A COOKING WORKSHOP AT CAFE CLOCK

The successful Cafe Clock formula (first Fez, then Marrakesh) has arrived in Chefchaouen with the same relaxed atmosphere, standout dishes, oud and calligraphy lessons, and cooking workshops where you can learn to rustle up a traditional Moroccan menu.

The workshop begins by choosing your menu with Chef Imade – a starter, soup, main and dessert; there are bread-making classes, too. Zaalouk, a smoky mix of aubergine, tomatoes and spices, and seasonal tajines – including vegetarian options – are perennially popular and relatively easy to recreate once you’re back home. But if you’re up for a culinary challenge, go for the multilayered, sweet-and-savoury chicken bastilla.

Then Imade will take you out of the medina to shop for ingredients. You might visit the butcher, where locals choose a still-clucking chicken, and it’s killed using the halal method, plucked and trussed before they pick it up.

In the greengrocers, you’ll learn how to pick the best aubergines for the salad, and in the aromatic spice shop, you’ll discover which of the colourful array of olives are for breakfast (black and withered) and which go into that Moroccan staple, chicken tajine with preserved lemons and olives (plump and red).

If its souq day (Mondays and Thursdays) you can watch jbeliya (mountain) women in their distinctive chichia hats – made of reeds and decorated with pompoms – wrapped in their red-and-white striped fouta (a wide cloth worn as a skirt) expertly haggling over onions.

Then it’s time to get hands-on in the small kitchen, where Imade will patiently guide you through the process before you sit down and enjoy the fruits of your labour.
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I LIVE HERE: MORE THAN JUST BLUE
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Othman Mekouar is the owner of La Petite Chefchaouen

Sometimes visitors only spend a few hours in Chefchaouen, just enough time to run around taking photos. But stay longer and you’ll begin to understand the authenticity and simplicity of this uniquely special mountain town and its hospitable inhabitants. It’s a place to slow down and relax – over a mint tea in the main square, watching the sunset from the Spanish Mosque or losing yourself in the hidden alleyways of the magical medina. And it’s surrounded by the wild nature of the Rif Mountains, or in just 45 minutes you could be lounging on a Mediterranean beach.



WHERE TO STAY IN CHEFCHAOUEN

La Petite Chefchaouen

Staff are helpful at this contemporary medina riad, and the rooftop breakfast comes with stellar views. €€

Hotel Riad Cherifa

This beautifully decorated, traditional riad has an outdoor pool, a hammam and friendly staff. €€€

Puerta Azul

A 10-minute walk from the medina, this friendly hotel has rooms decorated with local crafts; garage too. €€



WALKING TOUR: A WANDER THROUGH CHEFCHAOUEN’S MEDINA
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This leisurely stroll will take you along one of the medina’s main thoroughfares. Don’t be afraid to wander up or down a blue staircase or two; you won’t be lost for long.

Start at one of the medina’s gates, 1 Bab El Ain, and join the locals filling up their water bottles from the fountain – Chefchaouen has excellent mountain spring water that’s safe to drink. Keep left and follow your nose to 16th-century oven 2 Horno Bab El Ain, where locals still bring their bread dough to bake. Continue along Ave Hassan I past the 3 Bab Souq. You may encounter a people jam by the 4 Callejon El Asri, a popular Instagram stop. Hassan I is lined with wardrobe-sized emporiums enticing you to make a purchase, including 5 Blue, a mini-concept store with sweet ceramics and jewellery. Refuel with a juice and a delicious crepe at 6 Toda Creperie, then take a break on one of the benches on 7 Olive Square while you gaze up at the medina’s oldest olive tree.

Up ahead is 16th-century 8 El Ansar Mosque, which has an unusual – and brown – layered minaret (with blue paint at the base). If you haven’t let a windy blue alley lead you astray, you’ll reach the  9 Bab El Ansar, the medina’s eastern gate. Beyond the bab, cross the bridge to start the 20-minute uphill walk to the white  10 Spanish Mosque – the views are spectacular, but be warned, it gets crowded with sunset snappers. Then head back down to the buzzy main square, 11 Plaza Uta El Hammam, loomed over by the Great Mosque and the 15th-century kasbah with its gardens and museum – its dusky terracotta walls are especially photogenic at sundown.



Get Snap Happy

CHAOUEN’S MOST PHOTOGENIC STREETS

You can’t walk far in the medina without stumbling across someone striking a pose down a blue alleyway – you might even have to queue for the shot that’ll take your social media by storm. You may as well join them, and you can beat them by starting your photography tour before the shops open (around 10am) and the day trippers arrive.

Known as the Paid Set, an enterprising local has set up his patio on Ave Hassan I, ready for passing photographers. He’s decorated it with hanging plants and terracotta pots and vintage artefacts – step through the door, pay your Dh5 and take your uninterrupted shot.

Callejon El Asri is probably the most photographed street in the medina, with a deep-blue staircase lined with colourful plant pots.

A worthy backdrop for a fashion shoot, the pretty Place El Haouta is a small square with a very ornate fountain at its heart and a row of cafes under Andalusian-style arches.

Further along, the no-name Blue Street is just that: skinny blue steps flanked by blue walls leading to a blue doorway. Remember that locals live behind those doorways, so always ask before you take a photo of them – there are plenty of photogenic felines willing to pose. Savvy Said has set up an orange juice stall nearby; for Dh15 you get freshly squeezed OJ and a free photo op.

Lose yourself in the manageable medina and you’ll find endless alleyways to photograph. And if you want to discover more about Chaouen’s history and culture as you explore, contact local guide and photographer Mohammed (instagram.com/love_chefchaouen) – he’ll get a great shot of you too.
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Why So Blue?

Chaouen’s residents spend hours maintaining their city’s myriad shades of blue. But why blue? Surprisingly, the reason remains a mystery. Some say it was the city’s Jewish residents that painted the mellah (Jewish quarter) blue – representing the sky and ocean, it signifies divinity in Judaism – and the rest of the medina followed suit. Perhaps it’s in homage to the Ras El Maa River. Others say that the cool blues deter mosquitoes and deflect the sun’s heat, or that blue protects against the evil eye. Perhaps the traditionally white houses had blue window frames and the colour spread to the rest of the building. One thing is certain, the city won’t be changing colour any time soon.



WHERE TO EAT IN CHEFCHAOUEN

Cafe Clock Chefchaouen

Lots of veggie options, classic camel burger too. Book a terrace seat for panoramic views. €€

Sofia

A female-owned restaurant serving fresh, traditional dishes; don’t miss the pastela rolls or fluffy couscous. €

Bilmos

Tuck in as you watch the world go by on the lively main square; plenty of vegan-friendly options. €

Hammam Heaven

STEAM, SOAP AND SCRUB

Nothing beats a hammam after a tough trek or a hard day’s sightseeing, and in Chefchaouen they come in all shapes, sizes and levels of luxury, from a simple steam and scrub at a no-frills public bathhouse to an indulgent private hammam. Wherever you go, you’ll be steamed, soaped and scrubbed into a state of total relaxation, emerging into the daylight squeaky clean with baby-soft skin.

For an authentic no-frills experience, try Hammam El Meslouhi, a traditional public hammam built in 1927. Start by picking up some hammam gear at the souq, including savon beldi (eucalyptus-scented black soap made with olive oil) and a kessa (coarse scrubbing mitt).

Leave your valuables at the hotel, but bring a towel, flip-flops and shampoo – you’ll be expected to keep your underwear on, so bring a spare pair. You’ll probably spend around an hour in there, although Moroccan women often spend much longer; women’s hours are between noon and 8pm, and men can visit from 6am to noon and 8pm to midnight.

For a more pampering experience, head to Riad Cherifa (book in advance; riadcherifa.com), where you’ll have the pretty blue-tiled hammam to yourself as you’re steamed, gently exfoliated and slathered in a ghassoul clay body mask, before being massaged with aromatic essential oils. Couples can book a session too, but will have to do their own scrubbing and massaging.


THE BEST SHOPPING IN CHEFCHAOUEN

La Botica de la Abuela de Aladdin

This small, sweet-smelling store is a riot of colour. The owner handmakes soaps, lotions and solid perfumes from all-natural ingredients, which are vegan-friendly and perfect as gifts.

Blanket shop

Opposite Hotel Abi Kancha, this shop sells Chaouen’s handwoven wool blankets in natural cream or with a subtle stripe, along with cosy woollen djellabas (hooded cloaks).

Wood painter

At Rabia’s workshop-cum-shop on Ave Hassan I, watch him paint the ornate, colourful wooden mirrors he sells, along with Parcheesi boardgames.




Getting Around

Explore Chefchouen’s compact medina on foot; taxis will normally drop you at the Hotel Parador, a short walk from the Plaza Uta El Hammam. You can also pick up taxis from outside Bab El Ain, the medina’s main gate. The bus station is 1.5km southwest of the centre – downhill – with regular buses to Tetouan and Tangier, and further afield to Fez, Rabat and Casablanca.






Beyond Chefchaouen
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Chefchaouen is enveloped in the velvety green folds of the Rif Mountains, which extend as far as the eye can see.


The wild and wonderful Talassemtane National Park is on the doorstep, where the shimmering falls around Akchour are Chaouen’s most popular hike. The park’s higher reaches are home to the rare and endangered Moroccan fir, as well as lush green fields of cannabis. Wildlife can be shy, including foxes and wild boars, but you might have better luck spotting the birdlife, with raptors wheeling on thermals, including golden eagles and black-shouldered kites. To the west is Bouhachem Nature Reserve, where the mixed oak forests are a refuge for 20 wild Barbary macaque groups, a one-of-a-kind endangered primate also found around Azrou.
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TOP TIP

Keen hikers should stay long enough to explore the Rif Mountains with a local guide.




HIKING TOUR
Chefchaouen to Akchour

Crossing the mountains on foot will take you over forested peaks and through Amazigh villages to Akchour and a string of stunning waterfalls. You can grab a grand taxi back to Chefchaouen on day two, but for those hankering after more hiking, head to Taourarte before descending to the waterfalls and returning to the city at the end of day four. Go with a mountain guide to ensure you don’t get lost.
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Day 1 Chefchaouen to Afeska

This is the most challenging day, so start early. Begin on the 4WD track behind Camping Azila where the steep climb offers great views. Skirting the southern slopes of Jebel El Kelaâ (1616m), the track follows the stream passing through Aïn Tissimlane, before rising to a high pass by the jagged limestone crags of Sfiha Telj. The track turns east before descending. Take the right fork where the track splits, and you’ll reach Azilane in around an hour. Afeska is another hour along a mostly level path.

The Hike: Duration 5½ to 6½ hours, distance 16.6km, ascent 990m, descent 630m.

Day 2 Afeska to Akchour

From Afeska follow the track north through forest to Sidi Meftah. Go straight through the valley and head downhill to the switchbacks that lead to Imizzar on the Oued Farda. Turn left beside the river, cross it below impressive overhanging cliffs and continue northwest. Join a well-worn mule track that leads down to the Pont Farda. Cross the river and continue north. After an hour, the trail bears left away from the river towards Ouslaf, but keep on the same path bearing right, descending to rejoin the river on the outskirts of Akchour (398m).

The Hike: Duration 3½ to 4½ hours, distance 11.7km, ascent 137m, descent 850m.

Day 3 Akchour to Taourarte

Leave Akchour by the dam, taking a right up the mountain; it’s 45 minutes to the extraordinary natural rock arch of God’s Bridge. Take a left across the bridge and follow the path up Jebel Azra (1375m), zigzagging around the mountaintop. The terrain becomes gentler as it heads south to Izrafene village, the halfway point. From here you can follow the track east to Oued Kelaâ and Taourarte village, passing cannabis farms along the way.

The Hike: Duration five to six hours, distance 9.7km, ascent 1122m, descent 381m.

Day 4 Taourarte to Akchour

From Taourarte, follow the path downwards at the northwestern edge of town – steep and slippery in parts, it has huge drop-offs, so take it slowly. It eventually meets the largest of the Akchour waterfalls, so stop for a dip; the path is straightforward from here. It should take around two hours to reach the village along this well-trodden route, passing waterfalls, snack stalls and day trippers.

The Hike: Duration 3½ to four hours, distance 8km, ascent 79m, descent 770m.



Well-Trodden Talassemtane National Park

HIKE TO AKCHOUR WATERFALL

Once you’ve explored Chefchaouen’s cobbled streets, people-watched from its pretty squares and snapped way too many photos, take to the trails of the vast Talassemtane National Park. Covering 580 sq km, and with landscapes that include magnificent gorges and valleys, luminous waterfalls and forests of cork oak, cedar and fir, the park was established in 2004 to protect the endemic Moroccan fir tree from deforestation and added as a Unesco Mediterranean Intercontinental Biosphere Reserve in 2006.

Chefchaouen’s most popular hike starts in the village of Akchour, around 45 minutes from the city by grand taxi. Head towards the hydroelectric dam and a fork in the road where the well-trodden left-hand trail dips through evergreen forest and between moss-covered rock formations.

After around 45 minutes, you’ll reach a small, picturesque waterfall. If you’re feeling energetic, keep going for another hour to the larger cascade that plunges into an emerald-green pool – perfect for a refreshing dip before returning to the dam.

Taking the right-hand trail from the dam, you can hike to God’s Bridge in around 45 minutes, an incredible natural arch straddling two cliffs over the Oued Farda. There are two options: a steep trail up the mountainside to the top of the bridge; alternatively, follow the river and scramble over slippery rocks to gaze up at the bridge – both routes can be challenging.

Before you head back to Chefchaouen, stop at one of the roadside stalls near the Akchour end of the trail for a well-earned tajine, or immerse yourself in the park with an overnight stay.
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MOROCCAN FIRS

The Moroccan fir (Abies marocana) is a lofty conifer native to the Rif Mountains and is part of the International Conifer Conservation Programme run by the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh. The evergreen is found on north-facing slopes, usually at an altitude of between 1400m and 1800m, and was only identified as a distinct species in 1906. Due to logging, fires and forest clearance, the tree is now classed as threatened on the IUCN Red List. Although most of the remaining trees are within national parks, they are at risk from clearance for cannabis cultivation.

Locally, the timber is used for construction, and the seeds contain an essential oil used in folk medicine to treat respiratory infections.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE RIF MOUNTAINS

L’Ermitage d’Akchour

Ensconced in forest, stunning cabins line private riverfront at this ecofriendly family-owned lodge. €€€

Caiat Lounge Refuge

This charming mountain refuge can arrange tailormade hikes in Talassemtane National Park. €€

Auberge Dardara

South of Chaouen, this eco-retreat has a beautiful garden leading to forest trails. €€

Mountains Less Travelled

HIKING IN THE RIF

Running alongside the Mediterranean coast, Morocco’s northernmost mountain range is less visited than the Atlas; most visitors are content with a day trip to Akchour’s waterfalls and perhaps the geological marvel of God’s Bridge.

But hikers should stick around to explore the greenest of Morocco’s mountains and its hidden Amazigh villages. The Rif is a riot of wildflowers in spring, with forests of endemic fir and cork oak, and wild olive, juniper and carob dotting the limestone landscape. Around 300 plants that thrive in the mountains are used in traditional medicine, including wild lavender and thyme.

Altitude sickness isn’t an issue, as hikes rarely skim 2000m – the Rif’s highest peak is Jebel Tidirhine (2455m). But if you’re there before the cannabis harvest, you might pass fields of towering, pungent plants – there shouldn’t be a problem, but it’s always better to explore with an experienced mountain guide, such as Hicham Boukroua (instagram.com/hicham_boukroua).

He can take you on short, long day or multiday hikes around the Rif. Perhaps Akchour to Oued Laou in summer, through forests of Aleppo pine and cedar, among herds of sheep and goats, feasting on a home-cooked tajine en famille at a chez l’habitant (homestay), washed down with tea infused with just-plucked oregano. After five or six hours of hiking, the Mediterranean Sea and southern Spain will be laid out before you.
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KIF FROM THE RIF

Morocco is one of the world’s biggest exporters of hashish, and the Rif Mountains are its hash-growing heartland. Cannabis cultivation has been illegal since independence, though production stepped up in the 1960s and ’70s. Subsistence farmers have been growing cannabis here for centuries, but it’s the traffickers who are making the big bucks from this multibillion-dollar industry. In 2021 the Moroccan Government voted to legalise the use of cannabis for medical, industrial and cosmetic purposes.

Farmers can now form cooperatives, become authorised growers and increase their income by supplying the legal market. You can find plenty of long-stemmed, small-bowled kif (Arabic for ‘bliss’) pipes in Chaouen’s shops, but recreational use is still illegal, so ignore the whispered offers of ‘hashish’.




Getting Around

Grands taxis for Akchour, Tetouan and the airport in Tangier leave Chefchaouen from a stand on Ave Allal El Fassi across from the Olibya petrol station, just north of Plaza Mohammed V.





TETOUAN
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This jewel of a town has been built and rebuilt many times, leaving behind a fascinating fusion of architectural styles.

First settled by Mauritanian Amazigh in the 3rd century BCE, and then the Romans, from the 8th century onwards Tetouan was the main point of contact between Morocco and Andalusia. Sacked several times, the medina was rebuilt by Muslim and Jewish refugees who arrived from Spain after the fall of Granada in 1492. Moulay Ismail built defensive walls in the 17th century, but Spanish forces occupied the city briefly from 1860. In 1913 the Spanish occupation resumed and Tetouan became the capital of the Spanish protectorate in northern Morocco until independence.

Investment has seen Tetouan rejuvenated, buildings restored and museums reinvented. Dubbed the White Dove, it’s often overlooked by visitors beating a path to the blue city of Chefchaouen – all the more reason to visit.
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TOP TIP

As well as its architecture – don’t forget to look up – Tetouan is home to the Royal Artisan School and is famed for its fine crafts. Take a tour with Green Olive Arts to watch the artisans in action and discover more about Morocco’s rich craft history.



Meet Tetouan’s Famed Artisans

A TOUR WITH GREEN OLIVE ARTS

At Tetouan’s prestigious Royal Artisan School, time-honoured Moroccan crafts, including woodcarving, ironwork, brass etching, embroidery and zellige tile making, have been passed down from masters to apprentices since 1919. The building itself is a work of art, with a soaring courtyard that’s a riot of painted and carved wood, ornate stucco and zellige, filled with exquisite examples of the school’s work.

Traditionally passed down from parent to child, some crafts will soon – quite literally – die with the mâalem (master), but the school strives to keep them alive by offering free four-year courses to young people eager to learn. And on a half-day tour with Green Olive Arts (greenolivearts.com), you get to meet the artisans and – with the help of your guide – talk to them in their workshops.

You might meet Mohammed, who is a third-generation metal worker, or Mariam who will show you the differences between Tetouani and Fassi (from Fez) zellige. Or the women who teach embroidery – the only all-female class – will explain the three different styles of Moroccan embroidery, each hailing from a different city – Tetouan, Fez or Rabat.

The artisans are passionate about what they do and use their specialist skills to restore historic Moroccan and Andalusian buildings. But, like craftspeople globally, they face stiff competition from cheap imitations and machines that can make in a few hours what it can take them days to create. But, as they point out, no machine can put heart and soul into a work of art.


Centro de Arte Moderno de Tetouan (CAMT)

This small but perfectly formed museum is set in a striking building that was once Tetouan’s railway station. It was designed by Spanish engineer Julio Rodriguez Roda in neo-Arab style, with crenellated archways and tilework reminiscent of Andalusia. The line opened in 1918 to link the then capital of the Spanish protectorate to the Spanish enclave of Ceuta, and stopped running in 1958, two years after independence.

Restored and extended over the years, its dazzlingly white interiors showcase contemporary art, including Granada-born artist Mariano Bertucci (co-founder with Abdesalam Bennuna of the Royal Artisan School) and Moroccan artists, including Mohammed Drissi, Hassan Echair and Mohamed Hamri, alongside sculpture, photography and temporary exhibitions.



WHERE TO STAY IN TETOUAN

Riad El Reducto

This palatial riad has been restored, with an excellent restaurant and views from the rooftop tapas bar. €€

Blanco Riad

Medina riad that mixes traditional and contemporary styles, with a lovely restaurant (no alcohol). €€€

Hotel Al Mandari

Minutes from Ave Mohammed V, this Spanish protectorate-era hotel has wallet-friendly rooms and helpful staff. €€



WALKING TOUR
Daughter of Granada

Tetouan’s long relationship with Andalusia has left it with a unique Hispano-Moorish character, especially along the broad avenues of the Ensanche (Extension).
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Start at 1 Place Moulay El Mehdi (aka Plaza Primo – several places in Tetouan have two names), a large Spanish-style circular plaza ringed with cafes and the unusual sight of a Catholic church, 2 Nuestra Señora de las Victorias.

Leading off the place, the pedestrianised 3 Ave Mohamed V is a popular place to dar un paseo (take a stroll) in the evenings, passing imposing Spanish-style buildings with ornate wrought-iron balconies. At the eastern end, look up to see 4 Dar Tair crowned with a majestic bronze statue of a man sitting atop an eagle.

Ave Mohammed ends at 5 Place El Mechouar, with the 6 Royal Palace to the north. Before much of the square was taken over for the royal residence it was a public park known as Feddan – now the king has built another Feddan Park for the city to the north. But around the royal cordon, there are still groups of men sitting at tables playing Parcheesi.

To the right of the palace is 7 Bab Ruah, one of the entrances to Tetouan’s compact and authentic medina. Take a left past the glittering jewellery souq, with 8 Souk El Hout on the right, to the 9 Ghersa K’bira, a small square where you might pick up some interesting flea-market finds, before a coffee break on the terrace of  10 Café Al Ghersa, which has great views over the medina.

A tip to finding your way in the medina is to look down at the centre of the cobblestone streets – if there are three stones lined up lengthways, it leads to a gate; two stones, it leads to a main street; one stone, you’re probably lost.

Retrace your steps and continue through the medina to 11 Dar El Oddi, a beautiful family-owned riad that has been restored and opened to the public as a cultural centre celebrating the city. On display are vibrant artworks, vintage tourism posters, postcards and stamps from Tetouan’s past, but the riad itself is the most fascinating part, with its traditional Tetouani and Andalusian tilework. Don’t miss the traditional family kitchen on the ground floor.

Continue down the main medina road to the 12 Bab El Okla – the 13 Royal Artisan School is outside. Hang a right to the 14 Musée Bab El Oqla (the former Ethnographic Museum), reopened after a long restoration. Set in a 19th-century fortress built by Alaouite Sultan Moulay Abderrahmane, it has a courtyard with a zellige-covered fountain and brings together objects that testify to Tetouan’s cosmopolitan makeup – look out for a fine example of Taajira embroidery.

Back at Bab Ruah, take a left into the narrower alleyways of the 15 mellah. Another of Tetouan’s nicknames was Little Jerusalem. At the beginning of the 20th century, the city was home to almost half the Jews in Spanish Morocco and this large and influential Sephardic Jewish community spoke a now-endangered Judaeo-Spanish language known as Haketiao. Today only a handful of Jewish residents remain, but several of the mellah streets still bear their former names, including Sultana Cohen and Isaac Ben Walid. The latter was the much-revered Rabbi of Tetouan for around 40 years in the 19th century, and his namesake synagogue – the only one remaining – has been restored.

After a hard day’s sightseeing, cross Place El Mechouar and head into the medina to treat yourself to vino, tapas and panoramic views from the terrace of  16 El Reducto.



Get Hands-On

TRY A MOROCCAN CRAFTS WORKSHOP

If you feel inspired by the sublime crafts at the Royal Artisan School, you can get hands-on with an introductory workshop led by a master artisan – organised, and translated, by Green Olive Arts (book in advance).

Moroccan geometric design, known as tastir, forms the basis of many Moroccan crafts – including zellige mosaic tile making, wood carving and metalwork – and in this three-hour workshop, you’ll learn how to create intricate patterns the traditional way, with just a compass, a ruler and a pencil.

Keen sewers might want to challenge their fingers with an embroidery workshop taught by a master craftswoman. Choose from Tetouani embroidery using free-hand, floral Taajira designs on yellow silk, or traditional geometric embroidery from Fez that is uniquely reversible, with no knots or tangles hidden underneath.

Or have fun embossing designs on leather with an array of age-old iron tools, or cutting geometric and organic forms into cedarwood. You can try Arabic calligraphy, wood carving and brass engraving too, all held at Green Olive Arts’ light and airy studio. But if you want to try s’duf – the ancient art of inlaying wood with luminous shell and metal – you will join the artisan in his workshop just outside the medina.

Whichever workshop you choose, you’ll come away with a unique handcrafted piece of art and enormous respect for the artisans who make them.
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I LIVE HERE: A PROUD NORTHERN CITY
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Naoufal El Faik is the language and culture facilitator at Green Olive Arts

The story of Tetouan dates back around 2000 years, and in this former capital of the north, culture and traditions hold firm. In the 15th century, Andalusian refugees made Tetouan their home, and their influence is still felt around the ancient whitewashed medina – a Unesco World Heritage Site but also a lived-in city, untouched by tourism. We call things unique to the city ‘Tetouani’, and the medina is where you will hear the Tetaouni dialect and music and find traditional Tetouani food, Tetouani clothes, Tetouani architecture and craftsmanship – the list goes on.




Getting Around

Tetouan is made for exploring on foot. From the gare routière (bus station), there are regular buses to Chefchaouen, Tangier, Fnideq (for Ceuta), Oued Laou, Rabat and Casablanca; and grands taxis to Chefchaouen, Tangier, Fnideq, Oued Laou and other stops along the Mediterranean coast.





THE MEDITERRANEAN COAST
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Morocco’s Mediterranean coastline stretches around 470km east from Tangier to Saïdia, close to the (closed) Algerian border. It has remained relatively undeveloped until recently, despite some spectacular beaches, sheltered coves, wild protected areas and dramatic cliffs. The major obstacle has been the rugged terrain of the Rif Mountains, but the new and improved N16 highway that skirts the coast and skims the foothills of the Rif has made it more accessible than ever before. The coastline was part of a Spanish protectorate from 1912 to 1956, and there continue to be traces of its language and architecture beyond the remaining Spanish enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla, which still offer up an authentic slice of Spanish life. Upscale international resorts are springing up around the self-styled Tamuda Bay – the stretch of the coast from Fnideq to M’Diq – but much of the coastline is low-key and resolutely Moroccan.
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TOP TIP

Hire a car and go beach-hopping along the coast, picking a stretch of sand that takes your fancy. Try to avoid the months of July and August, when Moroccans escaping sizzling cities descend in their droves. June and September are less hectic.





ROAD TRIP
The Mediterranean Coast’s Best Beaches

For a truly Moroccan experience, beach-hop along highway N16 as it hugs the shoreline, curving around beaches and circumnavigating rocky crags, while offering up great sea views. Here, even the most developed beach resorts are undiscovered compared to much of southern Europe, but don’t expect to have them to yourself in July and August.
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1 Oued Laou

A sleepy fishing town for most of the year, Oued Laou explodes with Moroccan sunseekers in July and August. The closest beach to Chefchaouen, it has a namesake river that flows here from the Rif Mountains. It’s a relaxed, friendly place with not much to do but soak up the sun, stroll along the boardwalk and feast on fish straight off the boat. Accommodation is budget friendly, too.

The Drive: From Oued Laou, the N16 coastal highway follows the coast and hugs the foothills of the Rif, 80km east to El Jebha.

2 El Jebha

The pocket-sized fishing port of El Jebha has a picturesque harbour dotted with sky-blue fishing boats, and white cubist buildings sheltered by mountains that seem intent on tumbling into the sea. To reach its hidden coves – including the postcard-perfect Maresdar to the east and a cave that’s said to have been a hideout for Riffian leader Abd el-Krim – it’s best to rent a boat (keep your eyes peeled for dolphins), although the payoff for a hot hike over the lunar landscape is spectacular views. At night, enjoy freshly caught fish – sardines are a speciality. The weekly souq is on Tuesdays.

The Drive: Follow the dramatic coastline east for 109km along the N16.

3 Al Hoceima

Spend a day or two at Al Hoceima eating fresh fish, soaking up rays on Quemado Beach and exploring the nearby Al Hoceima National Park. The park is scattered with Amazigh hamlets that maintain a traditional way of life, and thanks to its isolation, it helps preserve several at-risk species, from thuja trees to ospreys. Explore by foot, bike or 4WD from the park entrance in Beni Boufrah, 100km west of the city. The park covers sea as well as land; take a cruise with Rif Croisières for great seabird spotting. Remote and scenic beaches include Badis at the western end of the park, where Peñón de Vélez de la Gomera is a still-Spanish rock tied to Morocco by a sandy isthmus.

The Drive: Head east along the N16 for 200km to Saïdia.

4 Saïdia

Almost within touching distance of the Algerian border, Saïdia has arguably the best beach on the eastern stretch of the coast. Increasing development means that there’s plenty to keep you entertained, with beach resorts, watersports, a golf course and a shopping mall. To the west is Moulouya National Park, a Ramsar site that’s home to greater flamingos. And listen out for reggada, rousing Amazigh music that hails from this region.



Riviera Style at Tamuda Bay

BEACH LIFE AND HIGH-END RESORTS

For some Mediterranean glitz and glamour, head to Tamuda Bay, 7km south of Ceuta. Borrowing its name from its Roman roots, this upscale development stretches 22km between Fnideq and M’Diq, two fishing villages that have become popular seaside resorts and are swamped by Moroccan families during July and August.

It has been dubbed the ‘Moroccan Riviera’ for its high-end resorts (with more in the works), which come complete with mini-marinas, fine-dining restaurants, world-class spas and swanky cocktail lounges. Even King Mohammed VI summers here – he has a palace nearby. But the sweeping golden beaches and crystal-clear water are free, and if you get tired of sand and surf, the cities of Tetouan and Chefchaouen are within easy day-tripping distance.

Unsurprisingly, activities focus on the water, and in high season companies such as L’Effet Mer Maroc on the beach at the Banyan Tree Tamouda Bay resort near Fnideq offer wakeboarding, jet-skis, windsurfing and paddleboarding, among other aquatic pursuits.

Just to the west of Ceuta, at the foot of the great crag of Jebel Musa – a contender for one of the ancient Pillars of Hercules and also known in this Spanish-speaking region as La Mujer Muerta (The Dead Woman) – lies the small fishing village of Belyounech. Here you can explore the Med’s marine life with Plongée à Belyounech, whether you are a first-timer or an experienced diver. The same goes for the Club de Plongée Mar Larguito, a dive operator in M’Diq.

[image: shutterstock_1176945448jpg]

Fnideq | Morocko/shutterstock ©


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN TAMUDA BAY

Banyan Tree Tamouda Bay

Watersports, a top spa and many dining options at this super-luxe all-villa resort. €€€

Hotel Sofitel Tamuda Bay Beach and Spa

Touching the sand. Ultra-contemporary design, lots of amenities and a nightclub too. €€€

Hotel La Luna Bay

This wallet-friendly alternative in M’Diq has minimalist modern rooms and helpful staff. No pool. €€




Getting Around

Grands taxis and buses to and from Tetouan pass through M’Diq on their way to Fnideq and Ceuta. From Tangier, you will usually have to change in Tetouan for M’Diq.





CEUTA
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Sitting on a peninsula jutting into the Mediterranean, around 70km east of Tangier, Ceuta is one of two Spanish enclaves on Morocco’s northern coast. It offers a chunk of Spain: stately Hispanic architecture, imposing forts and interesting museums, not to mention beer, vino, tapas bars and duty-free shopping.

Ceuta – Sebta, in Arabic – has a long and complex history. Colonised by the Carthaginians, Greeks and Romans, it was then ruled successively by Spanish princes, Moroccan sultans and Portuguese kings. Fast forward to 1640, and Ceuta remained under Spanish control when the union between Spain and Portugal ended, and it has been ever since.

Ceuta and its sister enclave Melilla, 385km to the east, are magnets for thousands of Moroccan traders. Meanwhile, border guards are focused on stopping migrants from squeezing into the only European territories on mainland Africa, a pressing issue that has resulted in tragic deaths.
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SIGHTS

1Baños Arabes

2Casa de los Dragones

3Las Murallas Reales

4Museo de la Basilica Tardorromana

5Museo de la Legión

6Plaza de Africa

7Plaza de los Reyes

EATING

8Goichu

9Ítaca Gastro Restaurante & Arrocería




TOP TIP

Ceuta’s currency is the euro. ATMs are plentiful, though not all work with foreign debit cards. Outside banking hours, you can change money at the more upmarket hotels. There are informal money-changers on both sides of the border, although it’s technically illegal to take dirhams out of Morocco.



Historic Ceuta

SPAIN IN AFRICA

A short walk through the historic heart of Ceuta should start at its most impressive sight, Las Murallas Reales (Royal Walls). The oldest sections date back more than 1000 years and have been passed from Arab to Portuguese to Spanish hands. These extensive and complex fortifications have been beautifully restored, with information available in English. At the time of writing, there was a plan in place to restore the interior of the Baluarte de la Bandera and its historic vaults and turn them into a state-of-the-art interpretation centre.

El Museo de las Murallas Reales lies within the walls themselves, inside the Revellín de San Ignacio. Squeezed out of the fort’s unforgiving architecture, this two-floor gallery is a beautifully designed space with plenty of pieces to admire. It houses temporary art exhibitions lasting several years; recent highlights have included an exhibition of Spanish painter Mariano Bertuchi and works by Ceuta-born artists from the end of the 19th century to the present day.

The Plaza de Africa is the charming heart of Ceuta, with manicured tropical gardens, cobblestone pathways and some of the city’s finest architecture. Moving clockwise from the oblong Commandancia General, a military headquarters closed to visitors, you encounter the striking yellow Santuario de Nuestra Señora de Africa, the 19th-century Palacio de la Asamblea and finally the Cathedral Santa Maria de la Asunción and its museum. The centre of the plaza contains a memorial to soldiers lost in the Spanish-Moroccan War of 1860, a conflict over the borders of Ceuta.

The superbly executed underground Museo de la Basilica Tardorromana is integrated into the architectural remains of an ancient basilica discovered during construction work in the 1980s, including a bridge over open tombs, skeletons included. The artefacts become a means of branching out into various elements of local history.

The intriguing Museo de la Legión is dedicated to and run by the Spanish Legion. This army unit, set up in 1920, played a pivotal role in Franco’s republican army. Loaded to the gills with memorabilia, weaponry and uniforms, not to mention glory, pomp and circumstance, it is a fascinating glimpse into the military culture that shaped Spanish Morocco. There’s the imperious statue of fascist leader Franco, an explanation of how the legion’s founder, Millan Astray, lost his right eye, and the history of the legion in cinema.

With its fountain and green triumphal arch – inscribed with ‘a monument to coexistence’ – the Plaza de los Reyes borders the twin-towered yellow Iglesia de San Francisco. Next to the church, a bronze statue of a man in a capirote (conical hooded hat) holding hands with a child is a tribute to Ceuta’s holy week celebrations. In the northwest corner, Casa de los Dragones is an extraordinary example of eclectic architecture, with Moorish arches, polished brick facades, mansard roofs and fabulous balconies. Originally it was crowned by six bronze dragons. They were removed during the Spanish Republic but have since been replaced with four remarkably realistic resin copies.

Accidentally discovered during construction work on the Plaza de la Paz, the ancient Baños Arabes, or hammam, is an incongruous site on a main road. There are two hammams, with barrel-vaulted roofs originally covered with marble – visitors aren’t allowed inside.
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Hike up Monte Hacho

A walk around Monte Hacho (204m) is a great option on a clear day. It’s an uphill slog from town, so it’s a good idea to take a taxi to the Mirador de San Antonio, two-thirds of the way up, where there are stunning views over Ceuta and north to Gibraltar. The summit is crowned by the enormous Fortaleza de Hacho, a fort first built by the Byzantines. It’s still an active military installation, so no visitors are allowed.

The Pillars of Hercules is the ancient name for two promontories that flank the entrance to the Strait of Gibraltar – the Rock of Gibraltar is considered one, while Monte Hacho is a contender for the other.



WHERE TO EAT IN CEUTA

Goichu

Hugo Ruiz has created a fusion of Basque cuisine, Asian influence and just-caught fish from the Strait. €€€

Meson Restaurante Alberto

Traditional Spanish treats, including Pata Negra ham and beef croquettes in Pedro Ximénez sauce. €€

Ítaca Gastro Restaurante & Arrocería

Chef Alfredo Abril serves Spanish fusion using local produce at Ulises Hotel. €€€


Melilla’s Modernisme

Melilla is the second autonomous Spanish enclave on Morocco’s Mediterranean coast. At the turn of the 20th century, it was the only trading centre between Tetouan and the Algerian border. As the city grew, it expressed itself in modernisme, the architectural style usually attributed to the Catalan architect Antoni Gaudí, but spearheaded here by one of his students, Don Enrique Nieto.

The result is an open-air museum of magnificent buildings. Modernisme is characterised by the use of curves, asymmetry, rich detail and natural motifs – especially plants. Nieto’s work includes the main synagogue and mosque and several buildings for the Catholic Church, which demonstrates the city’s diversity.




Getting Around

You can explore Ceuta’s historic sights on foot. If you have your own vehicle, street parking is time-restricted, so it’s better to use a car park. Buses and grands taxis to Ceuta often stop in Fnideq rather than at the border at Bab Sebta – the border is a further 1km, but petits taxis can take you there. In Ceuta a bus runs to the border every 10 minutes from Plaza de la Constitution. Grands taxis from Bab Sebta generally take you to Tetouan, where you can get onward transport to Tangier or Chefchaouen.








FEZ
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MOROCCO’S SPIRITUAL CENTRE

Home to the world’s biggest, most mysterious and mind-bendingly magical medina, Fez is a feast for the soul and senses.
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‘Fez is Fez’ goes the local refrain, which is generally understood to mean this place will never change. While Marrakesh embraces the new with feverish gusto, the modernisation of Fez, the oldest city in Morocco and its capital until 1925, is slow, and it keeps one foot firmly in the past. Its crumbling architecture and shadowy alleys create an atmosphere that feels as impenetrable and secretive as the 1000-year-old ramparts that enclose it. Nowhere else is quite like Fez, and if you allow the city to get under your skin, it repays your patience with infinite rewards.

Moulay Idriss I founded Fez on the east bank of the eponymous river in 789. The Almoravids grew it into the country’s cultural, intellectual and spiritual heart in the 11th century, but the city truly flourished in the 14th century under the Merinids, who cemented its role as a place of commerce and religion in the medieval era. Surrounded by dusty, ochre-hued mountains and oceans of olive groves, Fez retains an air of the Old Testament. Even when you fast forward hundreds of years, the sense that you’ve fallen down a rabbit hole into a world wedded to the past persists.

Most visitors spend all their time in the medina (Fez El Bali), the world’s largest car-free urban area. Fortified walls enclose 220 hectares of narrow alleys, homes, businesses, workshops and palaces with resplendent interiors of intricately carved plaster, painted wood and hand-cut zellige (colourful geometric mosaic tilework). Dancing light beams rain down through cedarwood trellises of souqs bursting with antiques and treasures worthy of any Arabian night’s fantasy. Mothers send children scurrying to the ferran (community oven) to bake their daily bread, while generations of men sip tar-like coffee and passionately discuss football and politics. You need only peel back the layer of one era to uncover another.

The words of Edith Wharton in her book In Morocco feel as true today as when they were penned in 1917: ‘Buildings, people, customs seem all about to crumble and fall of their own weight: the present is a perpetually prolonged past’.
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Street life, Fez | Alvaro German Vilela/Shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

MEDINA

Traditional souqs and dazzling interiors.

FEZ EL JDID

Jewish heritage, royal palaces and formal gardens.

VILLE NOUVELLE

Sprawling avenues and sophisticated dining.



Find Your Way

In the medina, anchor yourself to Talaa Kebira and Talaa Seghira (the main shopping streets) that run through its middle. The 14 arched gateways provide entry and exit points. Fez El Jdid is small enough for stress-free strolling, and the wide, French-designed boulevards of the Ville Nouvelle are easy to navigate.
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Plan Your Days

Start each day from a different gate, which provides a useful anchor for exploring different neighbourhoods in a short space of time.


[image: shutterstock_1501797323jpg]

Bab Bou Jeloud | YALCINS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Day 1

Morning

• From Bab Bou Jeloud, grab a nus-nus (half coffee, half milk) at Cafe Clock and find out the lowdown on the week’s cultural events. Pop into The Anou to see women weavers at work and then Bou Inania Medersa for sensational Islamic architecture.

Afternoon

• Stroll down Talaa Kebira, spying colourful pottery, yellow babouches (leather slippers), wooden hammam buckets, sumptuous carpets and Berber jewellery. When you hit Zkak Lahjar, double back on yourself to Talaa Seghira for faux designer jeans and trainers.

Evening

• Le Jardin des Biehn is the medina’s grooviest garden for dinner.




Day 2

Morning

• Start the day in the produce market at Bab R’cif, taking in the Dyers Souq en route to Place Seffarine. Follow the walls of Kairaouine Mosque into the central medina to the Zawiya of Moulay Idriss II and the Henna Souq.

Afternoon

• Go to Achabine Souq for street food. Try hearty bowls of bissara (fava bean soup topped with olive oil, cumin, paprika and sometimes garlic), chermoula fried sardines and smoky grilled kefta (meatball) sandwiches.

Evening

• Catch the afternoon sun on the Chouara Tannery before dining on superb Moroccan home cooking at Darori.




Day 3

Morning

• Bab Lamar is the gateway to the Mellah, where you’ll find the Jewish Cemetery and two impeccably restored synagogues. Admire the seven gates of the Royal Palace and check out the jewellery at the Gold Souq on Rue Sekkakine.

Afternoon

• Leave the Mellah via Bab Semmarine. Break for tea in pretty Café Restaurant La Noria before a stroll around the gardens of Jnan Sbil.

Evening

• Take a petit taxi to Marche Central in the Ville Nouvelle. Across the road, Café Marignan serves ice-cold beers with free tapas.



You’ll Also Want To…

Explore the medina’s irresistible blend of contrasts, from the intensity of the central souqs to the serenity of its gardens and rooftop terraces.

GET GLORIOUSLY LOST

Embrace the maze and explore lesser-known neighbourhoods such as Al Andalous. Getting lost is part of the fun.
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EAT STREET FOOD

Try stuffed camel spleen, chermoula fried sardines and babbouche (snails in spicy broth) at Fez’ street-food markets.
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RELAX AT A HAMMAM

When sensory overload hits, retreat into the tranquil steam of a hammam and surrender to a scrub and massage.
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COOK UP A STORM

Fez is the cradle of Moroccan gastronomy. Learn to make sumptuous tajines, couscous and Moroccan pastries at Courtyard Kitchen.
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DANCE LIKE A DERVISH

Cafe Clock has Sunday sunset concerts of gnaoua, issawa and jilaliyat music. Tuesdays and Fridays bring oud performances.
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GO FOR A HIKE

Glorious countryside surrounds Fez with olive groves and wildflowers. Bio et Bois offers lovely hikes to Mt Zalagh and beyond.
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TAKE IN THE SCENE

Snag a bird’s-eye view of the medina from the terrace at Hotel Les Merinides with a G&T in hand.
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MEDINA

TRADITIONAL SOUQS AND DAZZLING INTERIORS


Few places leave an impression quite like the Fez medina. To enter through one of its 14 arched gates is to stumble into a medieval world where modern life is left behind. Away from the regal splendour of the medersas (Quranic schools), hidden palaces and mosques is the true fabric of the Fez medina: the 600,000 or so people who live and work within its ancient walls, creating an urban environment that fizzes with energy.

Many residents still dress in traditional djellabas (hooded cloaks) and embroidered caftans, weave glorious textiles from hand-built looms, and dye wool in a kaleidoscope of colours in the Dyers Souq. Local purveyors proffer live chickens, buckets of wriggling eels and foraged herbs in the markets. Herbalists beckon from shadowy doorways, entreating you to partake of a sacred love potion as the muezzin’s call to prayer echoes over the rooftops.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Achabine Street-Food Market

2Amrani Le Maître de l’Arôme

3Bab Bou Jeloud

4Borj Nord

5Bou Inania Medersa

6Cafe Clock

7Cherratine Medersa

8Dar Mokri

9Funduq Kaat Smen

10Glaoui Palace

11Henna Souq

12Kairaouine Mosque & University

13La Maison d’Art Berbère

14Medersa El Attarine

15Place Seffarine

16R’cif Street-Food Market

17Sahrij Medersa

18Talaa Kebira

19Talaa Seghira

20Water Clock

21Zawiya of Moulay Idriss II

SIGHTS

22Al Andalous Mosque

23Chouara Tannery

24Hammam Makhfiya

25Place Lalla Yeddouna

26Riad Andalib

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

27Dar Namir

EATING

28Cafe Laglali

SHOPPING

29Dyers Souq

30Funduq Tazi

31Junkyard at Ain Azleten

32Kessaria Souqs

33L’Art Traditionnel

34Maison de Broderie

35Médin’ART

36Mustafa

37Old Funduq

38The Anou




TOP TIP

Fez’ medina is the biggest pedestrianised zone in the world. This labyrinth reveals untold treasures – ruined palaces, crumbling caravanserais and secret gardens – to those who roam within its walls. Street signs lead the way: a hexagon signifies a dead end and a square indicates a through road.



Talaa Kebira & Talaa Seghira

TWO ROADS TO RETAIL THERAPY

Talk about eye candy. Talaa Kebira (which means ‘big slope’) and Talaa Seghira (‘small slope’) are the medina’s main arteries and shopping streets (the central souqs are infinitely more knotted). Strolling them is a good way to break yourself into the maze gently. You’ll find it all – lemonwood spice spoons, terracotta tajines, embroidered table linens, yellow leather slippers, fake Nike trainers and butter-soft leather jackets – and you can set off in a straight line without getting too lost.
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Coloured glass lamps, Talaa Kebira | TOLOBALAGUER.COM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Funduq Kaat Smen

A FISTFUL OF HONEY

Celebrated locally for the smen (fermented butter), khlii (preserved meat) and amlou (almond and argan oil butter), this tidy funduq (inn used by trade caravans) is today best known for its honey vendors – and one in particular, Hicham Chergui, whose grandfather set up shop here in 1952. Hicham sells more than 17 flavours of wild honey, and he’s happy to give you a taste before you buy. Traditionally, honey and smen were important snacks in the first 24 hours for the women mourning a death and preparing the body for burial.
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Honey, Funduq Kaat Smen | GLEN BERLIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

La Maison d’Art Berbère

LAND OF MAGIC CARPETS

Youssef Salih, a lifelong aficionado of Berber carpets from the Atlas Mountains, opened this wonderful carpet shop in 2013. During the Middle Ages, carpets in Fez formed a crucial part of the bridal dowry, gaining popularity in Europe by the 19th century. Salih spends his days eyeing treasures brought to him by a team of buyers who prowl the country in search of the best. Each is defined by a style – kilim is a flat weave, a carpet knotted – and the tribe that made it, such as Zain (dense patterns, muted tones), Zemmour (flamboyant colours, often reversible), Boujad (abstract, contemporary vibe) and the highly coveted Beni Ouarain (white with minimalist black or dark brown motifs, often diamond-shaped).

Meet the Medicine Man

TRADITIONAL HEALING AND FOLK MEDICINE

Fez is full of healers selling all sorts of charms and magic potions, but few have the knowledge of Si Mohammed El Amrani, who has spent decades studying not only Moroccan herbal medicine but also a wide variety of traditional healing techniques from China, Japan, France and Russia.

As a guardian of ancient knowledge, his small apothecary Amrani Le Maître de l’Arôme offers perfumes for insomnia, potions for impotence and fertility, infusions for eczema, honey for asthma, and tinctures that ward off coughs and colds. He offers massage, cupping, and reflexology for relaxation, energy and pain management. All he needs is 45 minutes to examine your nails, face, eyes and tongue to figure out what’s wrong.

‘Traditional medicine treats ailments from the inside,’ he explains. ‘Human beings are very strong. We simply need to take better care of ourselves.’

For that, he prescribes the following. Eat only fruit one day a week. Avoid sugar. Drink three litres of water a day, starting with two tablespoons of apple cider vinegar in a glass of water first thing. Exercise often. Take deep breaths: seven in the morning, seven in the evening. Evacuate regularly. Sleep deeply.

This, he believes, will set you firmly on the path to good health for the rest of your life. But to be sure, he’ll give you baraka (a blessing) when you leave the shop.
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Bou Inania Medersa | SAIKO3P/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


SHOP THE HENNA SOUQ

On the site of Bimaristan Sidi Frej Hospital, founded in 1286 and operational until 1944, the Henna Souq occupies a pretty cobblestoned square where old curio shops piled high with dusty treasures compete with pottery stores. It’s best known for its traditional beauty products, including the henna used by women for decorating hands and feet, inky black kohl for the eyes, poppy powder for the lips, black soap, ghassoul (rosewater-infused clay) and kessa (scrubbing mitts) for the hammam.




THE ART OF THE HAMMAM

Once armed with the essentials, spend a leisurely afternoon at the hammam. Fez has plenty to choose from, but serene Riad Laaroussa offers soothing luxury in the medina, while Nausikaa in the Ville Nouvelle delivers an authentic communal experience.



Bou Inania Medersa

AWE-INSPIRING ISLAMIC ARCHITECTURE

Bou Inania Medersa was built between 1351 and 1357 as a mosque (still operational but closed to non-Muslims) and Quranic school (open to visitors), with intricately carved plaster, ornate cedar friezes and marble floors. But its biggest claim to fame is La Magana, the water clock opposite the complex’s main entrance. Astronomer Abou L’Hassan Ali Tlemsani installed it to keep time for the call to prayer. Long defunct, the clock had a series of windows that opened at regular intervals and dropped a ball into 13 brass bowls that chimed the hours. Although the bowls were taken away for safekeeping until someone figures out how to get the water clock working again, its intricately carved rafters and windows can still be seen today.

Kairaouine University

OLDEST CONTINUOUSLY FUNCTIONING UNIVERSITY IN THE WORLD

In medieval times, Kairaouine University was considered second only to that in Paris. As well as religious studies, its students learned law, mathematics, medicine, botany and astronomy. It attracted many of the world’s great scholars, including the famous Jewish philosopher Maimonides, whose house is next door to Cafe Clock, and the diplomat Leo Africanus, who pioneered the exploration of the Maghreb and the Nile Valley. Its library is on Place Seffarine, which you can visit by obtaining a special governmental permit. The age and value of the university’s books are testimony to Fez’ might as an intellectual powerhouse.
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Kalraouine University | MAURIZIO DE MATTEI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Cafe Clock

CROSS-CULTURAL HUB

When a former maitre d’ from London’s iconic restaurants The Ivy and Wolseley decided to give it all up to open a cafe in Fez, little did he know how important it would become as a bridge between cultures. Today, the local musicians, calligraphers and storytellers who perform at Cafe Clock rub shoulders with tourists and Fassis who come to experience an authentic slice of life in a city that can be difficult to penetrate. Add a legendary camel burger, date shakes, traditional cooking classes and friendly faces, and little wonder it’s become the place to kick off your time in Fez.

Kairaouine Mosque

SPIRITUAL HEART OF FEZ

Although non-Muslims are not allowed to enter, the significance of the Kairaouine Mosque as a place of worship in Fez emanates a powerful energy through the central medina. As one of the world’s most important centres of Islamic affairs, the mosque can hold a congregation of up to 20,000 people and is enclosed by 14 gates and walls stretching over 400m. This extraordinary complex can be viewed from the rooftop of Weaving Art on Rue Boutouil, which looks over its emerald green tile roofs and marble courtyard. Inspired by the Mezquita in Cordoba, Spain, Kairaouine was founded in the 9th century by Fatima Al Fihri, the daughter of a wealthy Tunisian merchant, who famously fasted every day until the project was complete. The mosque is named after the city of Kairouan in Tunisia.

The main gates are open most days for a peek, but if you visit on a Friday and stroll the perimeter when all the gates are open, you’ll get the best glimpse of its exquisite interior.

[image: shutterstock_246998632jpg]

Kairaouine Mosque | MITZO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Place Seffarine

COPPER BEATERS’ SQUARE

If Djemaa El Fna is Marrakesh’s most iconic square, Place Seffarine must surely be Fez’. Triangular in shape, cobbled underfoot, shaded by a giant mulberry tree and positioned northeast of the river, it has been an important meeting point since medieval times for folks heading to Kairaouine’s library (the door is made of copper) and mosque, and students at the still-functioning Saffarin Medersa.

The square takes its name from the word seffar, which refers to the colour of the metals pounded by the Moroccan Jewish coppersmiths who introduced the craft in the Middle Ages. It’s been going strong ever since, and the minute you draw near, you’ll hear the beat of their hammers tapping out intricate designs onto copper and bronze echoing throughout the neighbourhood. They still do a thriving trade, especially for the city’s huge wedding ceremonies. This area is where caterers and female members of the family come to rent the gigantic cauldrons, bastilla trays for carrying the savoury-sweet pies and couscousiers (couscous steamers) necessary for feeding upwards of 200 guests.
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Copperware shops | BZ Travel/Shutterstock ©


Cool Cooper Cookware

Fassi coppersmiths are justly famous for the quality of their handmade cookware, which includes simple pots and pans, tajines, tureens (make sure they are tin-lined if you plan to use them for cooking), more elaborate trays, teapots and Turkish-style coffee pans. Unrivalled for its conductivity, copper is considered a ‘friendly’ material locally, capable of killing germs and bacteria at a certain temperature, and an essential nutrient, like iron, for helping to generate healthy red blood cells.




EXPLORE BY NIGHT

Prowling the souqs in the evening when there are fewer people out means you can get a better look at architectural details, particularly in busy areas like the Zawiya of Moulay Idriss II. The old-fashioned street lighting creates a magical atmosphere.



Bab Bou Jeloud

PORTAL INTO A MEDIEVAL WORLD

Tiled blue, the colour of Fez, on one side, and green, the colour of Islam, on the other, this gate (bab) is one of the medina’s most iconic landmarks and an excellent jumping-off point into the city’s intricate patchwork of narrow alleyways, vibrant colours and old-world charm. The French built it in 1913, replacing a much older and simpler version from the 12th century. A cluster of cafes and restaurants in the square beyond makes for great people-watching.

Medersa El Attarine

JAW-DROPPINGLY LOVELY

The jewel in the crown of a city with many medersas, Attarine is an extraordinary relic of the Merinid dynasty, which ruled Morocco from the 13th to the 15th centuries. After making Fez the capital, Sultan Abu Sa’id Uthman II, who also built Sahrij Medersa in the Andalous Quarter, commissioned this Quranic school. Named for the perfumers and spice traders who still sell their wares nearby, Attarine has a particularly lovely courtyard and prayer rooms made of carved plaster calligraphy that spells out the words of the Quran, zellige tile columns supporting cedarwood arches, black and white marble floors and spectacular views through wrought-iron windows of the rooftops of Kairaouine Mosque from the former students’ rooms on the 1st floor.
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Medersa El Attarine | KADAGAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Cherratine Medersa

BIGGEST QURANIC SCHOOL IN THE MEDINA

Built in the mid-17th century by Alaouite Sultan Moulay Al Rashid, Cherratine Medersa was one of the city’s most prestigious student halls, with 120 rooms housing up to 150 of the country’s best scholars studying at Kairaouine University to become imams. Less lavishly decorated than some of the medina’s older medersas, Cherratine was inspired by Ben Youssef Medersa in Marrakesh and tends to be much less busy than the others. Smooth plaster walls, earth-toned brick, cedarwood and a floor worn smooth by the feet of numerous students who’ve passed through create a serene atmosphere where you can quietly admire the architecture.

Sahrij Medersa

AN ARCHITECTURAL CONUNDRUM

Although it’s been re-established as a working Quranic school (meaning visitors can’t go inside), Sahrij Medersa is an interesting puzzle to ponder. Meaning ‘pool’ in Arabic, Sahrij was built by a Merinid sultan whose architect designed the basin of water to reflect the fabulously intricate designs that surrounded it and appear as an optical illusion. Whichever end of the pool you stand at looks to be the shallow end. How it was achieved, like many things in Fez, no one quite knows.
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Sahrij Medersa | MARK MAWSON/ROBERTHARDING/GETTY IMAGES ©

Zawiya of Moulay Idriss II

SACRED TOMB OF FEZ’ FOUNDER

This mausoleum is the final resting place of the main founder of Fez, Moulay Idriss II, and is considered one of the holiest shrines in Morocco. It is said that five pilgrimages here equate to one to Mecca. As such, the area around the shrine thrums with vendors selling candles, incense and other spiritual paraphernalia, as well as numerous stalls hawking slabs of nougat and other sweet treats. The wooden bars that people must bow their heads to get under to enter the complex speak to its importance as a sacred space. If you peek inside, you’ll see an interior festooned with crimson prayer rugs and sparkling chandeliers.

It’s also the starting point of the annual Mawlid moussem (procession in celebration of a local saint), led by the Artisans Guild of Fez to mark the Prophet Muhammad’s birthday, and the tradition dates back hundreds of years. At these times, you’ll find the area mobbed with people seeking baraka by touching the tomb inside, but a bronze letterbox inset permanently into the wall promises good fortune for those who drop in a coin or two when passing. If you stroll through the area at night, street lamps spotlight the exuberant details of the bronze filigreed lanterns and delicate zouak (painted wood) inset with gold leaf on the mausoleum’s doorways and porticoes, contrasted by the magical atmosphere of the sleeping souqs.
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Zawiya of Moulay Idriss II | Alexey Pevnev/Shutterstock ©


Sugar, Spice & All Things Nice

The streets around the mausoleum are a treasure trove of vendors selling flower-water-scented blessings, prayer beads, bakhoor (incense) and votive candles. They’re a friendly bunch, and if you show interest, they’ll happily mix you up a bag of sandalwood, frankincense and oud to burn at home to ward off evil spirits. Nearby, merchants sell pastel-coloured nougat and candied nuts, and around the corner on Chemmaine Sq, you’ll find two handsome stalls piled high with dried fruits and nuts fit for saints and kings.




TRADITIONAL FOODS OF FEZ

To sample more Fassi street food, sign up for a tour with Fez Walking Guided Tours, whose four-hour stroll through the Achabine and R’cif souqs uncovers all sorts of deliciousness.



Glaoui Palace

CRUMBLING COURT OF THE GLAOUI FAMILY

Although it’s in urgent need of repair, this 150-year-old palace gives a sense of how the great and the good of the Fez medina once lived. It was the first place in the city to have electricity and heating, and it’s now looked after by resident guardian Abdou, who will show you around for a handful of dirhams. His tour starts in the reception room where two carmine ‘thrones’ sit side by side in a glittering salon clad floor to ceiling in multicoloured zellige tiles; carved plaster inset with indigo, pink and purple pigments; and sparkling Iraqi glass windows.

A graceful colonnaded courtyard of white marble dotted with Fassi blue zellige leads to a kitchen that would have once served the Glaoui family’s endless stream of illustrious guests. General Lyautey, the first French resident-general in Morocco and known as the ‘French empire builder’, lived in the palace for a while in the early 20th century.
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Glaoui Palace | DAVID CLAPP/GETTY IMAGES ©

Dar Mokri

SUITE DREAMS

Established at the end of the 19th century by the wealthy Mokri family, this complex is comprised of three different palaces built over three generations. Si Tayb al-Moqri, the grandson, offers some of the rooms at his monumental sprawl on Airbnb. His palace is newer than the others and was designed by an Italian architect to include some of the features of a classic Italian villa in its exuberant stucco finishes and use of arches and columns. The long marble-tiled courtyard with star-shaped fountains leads to regally appointed rooms that can be yours for just Dh600 to Dh700 per night.
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Zellige, Glaoui Palace | Elodie Bobier/Shutterstock ©

Street-Food Markets

RUB SHOULDERS WITH LOCALS

Fassis have always been proud of their cooking, but it can be curiously elusive. Often the best food is not found in restaurants but on the street, clustered around the produce markets of R’cif and Achabine. Often, young men work at small hole-in-the-wall places, selling food cooked by their mothers. It could be lobia (white beans stewed with turmeric), addis (lentils stewed with tomatoes, paprika and cumin), maâkouda (mashed potato fritters served with homemade tomato sauce), juicy sardines stuffed with chermoula, grilled merguez (spiced lamb, beef or chicken sausages) or a steamed sheep’s head with salt and cumin. Come with an open mind and stomach and prepare to feast.
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Street-food vendor | JUST ANOTHER PHOTOGRAPHER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Hotel Les Merinides

THE ULTIMATE 360-DEGREE VIEW

Perched on the hill next to the Merinid Tombs, this rather dated hotel is still a remarkable spot for sunset drinks (of the alcoholic kind) on its south-facing terrace. From your seat, the whole medina, framed by silvery olive groves, sprawls at your feet. Watching the ancient city turn from gold to pink in the afternoon light with the Middle Atlas Mountains in the distance is a magnificent sight. Access to the hotel’s generously sized pool in the summer months costs Dh200.

Borj Nord & Borj Sud

THE CITY’S TWIN FORTRESSES

Facing off against each other – one on the south bank of the medina, the other on the north – the twin 16th-century military forts of Borj Nord and Borj Sud were built by the Saadians to protect the city from invaders. Borj Sud is still used for military purposes, so you can’t go inside, but it is worth a stop for the views. Borj Nord is home to an intriguing arms museum containing 775 historical weapons that trace Morocco’s military history to the present day. You can also see a model of the water clock that’s outside Bou Inania Medersa.
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Borj Nord | PHILIP LANGE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Fes Festival of World Sacred Music

THE CITY’S BIGGEST CULTURAL EVENT

Taking over Fez for 10 days in late spring or early autumn, the Festival of World Sacred Music is one of the best ways to experience the city. Few music festivals bring together such a diverse range of talent, from whirling dervishes and gospel singers to Indian Sufi singers, Moroccan choirs, big names and rising stars. The festival promises several days of intense cultural immersion in some of the city’s most spectacular spaces, including the main square in front of Bab Al Makina, Aben Danan Synagogue, Jnan Sbil and some of the city’s grand houses.

In 2001 Unesco recognised the event as an important contributor to ongoing open dialogue between nations. Over the years, it has attracted artists as diverse as Patti Smith and Ben Harper and the Blind Boys of Alabama to Paco de Lucía, Ravi Shankar and Ibrahim Maalouf. In its first edition after the pandemic in June 2022, projection light mapping added another dazzling dimension to proceedings. Book your accommodation well in advance as the best places get full fast.
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Dar Batha | MITZO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Festival of Sufi Culture

WINDOW INTO A SACRED WORLD

Typically taking place in October, the Festival of Sufi Culture is a highlight of the Fez cultural calendar. It taps into the esoteric teachings of Sufism through music, poetry and the meditative sema ceremony performed by the whirling dervishes. Brotherhoods come from all over Morocco as well as Afghanistan and Turkey to sing and recite poetry in outdoor spaces such as Dar Batha and Jnan Sbil. Interspersed between these performances are spiritual and intellectual round tables and seminars addressing questions like the role of women in Sufism, and Sufism and contemporary art. Most activities are free.
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Jnan Sbil | CRISTINA STOIAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

MORE IN THE MEDINA

On the Trail of Artisans

DISCOVER THE CITY’S HIDDEN ATELIERS

For a deep dive into the city’s creative heritage, look no further than Fez Artisan Visit by Culture Vultures (culturevultures.ma). Celebrated as one of the greatest craft capitals in the world, Fez is home to thousands of artisans living and working within the medina walls. On this tour, you get to visit eight to 10 of the best while learning about the savoir-faire that these tanners, slipper makers, brocaders, embroiderers, weavers, potters, woodcarvers and copper beaters bring to the urban landscape.

Taking you far off the well-trodden path of standard tours and into the realm of these master crafters’ actual workshops – often little more than an unmarked hole in the wall down a shadowy alleyway – Fez Artisan Visit shows you not only the traditional methods of production but also invites you to participate. Whether you yearn to learn how to spin wool, set up a loom, glaze a pot or embroider a traditional button, these immersive interactions enrich your understanding of the ‘City of Artisans’ in unprecedented ways.

Conceived as a dialogue rather than a tour, each tailor-made visit is facilitated by expert docents who are lifelong residents of Fez and fluent in English and Darija, inviting conversations between visitors and artisans to flow. Meaningful encounters take place with this community whose skills have been passed down through generations over hundreds of years, providing an authentic insider’s glimpse into an extraordinary world.
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Medina artisan | RUSLANKPHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST PLACES TO BUY CRAFTS

Médin’ART

Handcrafted gifts range from cool Fassi fashion and handmade kids’ toys to local olive oil.

The Anou

Contemporary rugs by an artisan-owned enterprise for women weavers.

L’Art Traditionnel

Fine quality beaten brass, copper and pewter lanterns – and a bathtub, should you fancy – near Place Seffarine.

Funduq Tazi

Traditional Fassi pottery mixed with natty striped tableware for a more modern look.

CFQMA Artisanat de Fès

Training centre for young artisans selling embroidered table linens, leather goods and pottery.



WHERE TO STAY IN A RIAD IN THE MEDINA

Dar Seffarine

Impeccably restored 600-year-old Fassi townhouse famed for excellent home-cooked, communal dinners. €€

Riad Anata

Small but perfectly formed boutique with splashy decor, fun cooking classes and a rooftop chill-out zone. €€

Karawan Riad

Super-size rooms and contemporary details combine with tearooms, a hammam and restaurant. €€€

How to Shop the Souqs

A TREASURE CHEST OF HANDMADE GOODS

‘Handmade’ is a buzzword among mindful shoppers who want to trigger memories after they return home and support the creator who made the piece, knowing they’ve invested in a souvenir that will last. Whether you’re stocking up on cotton caftans or gandora (short-sleeved, floor-length tunic worn by men) in the Kessaria Souqs near the mausoleum of Moulay Idriss, need a cute straw basket to take to your weekly farmers market, or are going all out and investing in a couple of bespoke brass lanterns to ship home, nowhere does shopping quite like Fez.

Zellige is one of the city’s specialities, and these hand-cut glazed tiles are designed to form a kaleidoscope of colours and patterns. Dating from the 10th century as decorative building elements, they are now much appreciated by interior designers abroad. A square metre costs anywhere from Dh100 to Dh500. Head to Art D’Argile in the Potters’ Quarter at Ain Nokbi for friendly service and fair prices, but be aware that prices for tableware are often cheaper in the medina at places like Funduq Tazi (halfway down Talaa Kebira) and the Henna Souq.

At the top end of Talaa Seghira, you’ll see master artisans carving gebs (plaster), a technique that dates from the Merinids, who lavished their palaces, mosques and medersas with highly detailed relief. Gebs was much appreciated as a practical building material, absorbing humidity and insulating against heat, useful qualities in Fez’ climate.

Opposite the Dyers Souq in R’cif, Mustafa sells a huge variety of handwoven baskets, boxes and bowls out of doum palm and esparto grass, as well as lemonwood spoons and citrus juicers. It would be churlish to come to Fez and miss the Chouara Tannery, where you can see the transformation of hide into leather from terraces above. Smell it before buying. If the scent is strong, it’s poor quality, and the processing wasn’t good. Goat skins make the softest leather. Camel hides and cow heads are the toughest.

Zouak and mashrabiya (hand-turned wooden lattice screens) are highly esteemed and were nearly always made using cedarwood as it repels woodworm. Many have been seduced by Fez’ old doors, windows and cabinets and have shipped them home. If you’re looking for such items and don’t mind a restoration project, the junkyard at Ain Azleten is a good place to start.

Lanterns crafted of filigreed bronze, copper and other metals aren’t just for show. You’ll see them hanging in the porticoes of mosques, riads and restaurants everywhere. Make an appointment with L’Art Traditionnel near the Kairaouine Mosque. Its artisans’ work can be seen in mosques, palaces and fancy homes all over the world, and shopkeepers take you to the showroom to see them being made.

Strolling around, you’ll hear the thwack of a flying shuttle, signifying a weaver behind a closed door. Hundreds of weavers are spread across the medina, all working from handmade looms. Men weave fabric for caftans, djellabas and bedcovers, and women are known for weaving carpets and embroidery. For a wide range of beautiful scarves, try the old funduq opposite Zawiya Tijani. Pop into Maison de Broderie near the mausoleum of Moulay Idriss, where you’ll find beautiful Fassi embroidered table linens and bedspreads.
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I LIVE HERE: FEZ ON FILM
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Omar Chennafi, a photographer and curator of the Fez Art Lab, shares his tips on capturing the magic of Fez on camera. @omarchennafi

What to Think About

This is a very traditional Muslim environment. Approach it with a sense of discovery and curiosity.

Favourite Subjects

Capturing intimate moments such as people taking tea or artisans at work.

Favourite Neighbourhoods

Al Andalous is still fairly untouched. In the Mellah and Fez El Jdid, you get a sense of the transition from old to new. The edges of the city walls have ancient architectural details.

Best Time of Year

In spring and autumn, the light is so special, and it’s neither too hot nor too cold.



WHERE TO HAVE A ROMANTIC DINNER IN THE MEDINA

Ruined Garden

Blissfully shady by day, dreamily romantic by night with fire pits, candlelight and revisited Fassi street food. €

Le Jardin des Biehn

A lush, rambling garden setting for traditional and international dishes, including a great steak. €€

Dar Roumana

Cocktails before dinner and delectable Franco-Moroccan fusion take centre stage in the romantic courtyard. €€


Flamboyant New Home of Fez Artisans

Michel Mossessian designed Place Lalla Yeddouna, a visionary architectural project, as a place to spark happiness and to shine a light on the work of the city’s artisans. Clad in eye-popping zellige in block colours – fuchsia pink, emerald green, cerulean blue, mustard yellow – it was completed in 2019 as a clean, modern workspace that cleverly integrates traditional craftsmanship with a bold aesthetic. Unfortunately, the COVID-19 pandemic brought the project to a halt, but several master artisans are now moving in, including the city’s last brocade artist, 81-year-old Abdelkader Ouazzani. Place Lalla Yeddouna looks set to establish itself as a landmark that marks the start of a new chapter in the ancient city’s contemporary evolution.



WHERE TO STAY WITH A POOL IN THE MEDINA

Dar Bensouda

Minimal yet atmospheric, with spacious rooms, a courtyard plunge pool and the cutest spa. €€

Riad Laaroussa

Beautiful deep blue pool surrounded by lawn, one of the medina’s best massages and a rooftop restaurant. €€€

Dar Lys

Luxury riad featuring excellent palace cuisine and a rooftop pool with magnificent medina views. €€€

Exploring Al Andalous

WALKING THE MEDINA’S QUIET SIDE

Al Andalous is one of the medina’s least visited neighbourhoods, where children play football in the derbs (alleyways), olives are pressed, tiny workshops finish goods for the main souqs, and the streets are calm and quiet with few other tourists in sight.

Although arguably best visited with a guide if you don’t feel confident about popping your head into crumbling fanadiq (inns and markets used by trade caravans) or hole-in-the-wall artisans’ ateliers, one of the joys of Al Andalous is how quiet it is. This area is perfect if you’re keen to keep exploring but feeling overwhelmed by the soup of human traffic in the souqs.

Families fleeing Catholic rule in Andalusia, Spain, established this neighbourhood, and you’ll see echoes of this heritage in the whitewashed buildings and vine-covered alleys. Start in front of Riad Andalib, a useful landmark for entering the neighbourhood, and duck under an arched derb to the right and turn right. A few metres further on, you’ll find the 850-year-old Hammam Makhfiya, which has been lovingly restored and is well worth a look, before wending your way past Sahrij Medersa to Al Andalous Mosque, which was founded by Meryem Al Fihri (sister of Fatima who founded the Kairaouine Mosque) in 859.

Opposite, poke your head into an extraordinarily lovely ablutions hall – open for use for a couple of dirhams – before strolling down Rue Seffah and the shrine of Cheikh Sidi Mohamed, a learned scholar of Islam. Explore several dilapidated fanadiq – many are still in use, and an entire row is dedicated to bespoke caftan and djellaba production – before popping out at the technicolour zellige-clad Place Lalla Yeddouna handcrafts complex.

[image: GettyImages-95745182jpg]

Al Andalous Mosque | Xurxo Lobato/Getty Images ©


I LIVE HERE: BEST OF FEZ

Amal Ngadi is the founder of Fez Walking Guided Tours @fezguidedtours

These are her favourite spots in the city.

Breakfast

Cafe Laglali at the top of Talaa Seghira for mint tea and people-watching.

Sight

Bou Inania Medersa to soak up the beauty of the Quranic schools.

Shopping

Sabra (cactus silk) scarves from a 13th-century funduq (currently undergoing restoration) near Zawiya Tijani.

Lunch

Street food in Achabine for sardines in chermoula and grilled kefta sandwiches.

Errands

The Dyers Souq for faded clothes. It takes a day and costs Dh15 per item.

Dinner

Riad Fès for a special treat. I love its chicken m’qalli (seared with ginger and saffron) with daghmira (caramelised onion sauce).



WHERE TO TRY TRADITIONAL FASSI COOKING IN THE MEDINA

Restaurant Almandar

Simple rooftop restaurant combining Fassi home cooking with family favourites like pizza and burgers. €

Darori

Cosy courtyard dining for Fassi classics including an excellent pigeon bastilla and seasonally inspired tajines. €€

L’Amandier

Moroccan fine dining with an emphasis on traditional dishes like candied aubergines and cockerel in honey. €€€

Escape to Mt Zalagh

HIKING AND HORSE RIDING

At some point, you’ll probably be sitting on a rooftop in Fez, gazing across the bowl of the medina towards the nearby hill – Mt Zalagh – and thinking to yourself: how do I get up there for a tramp around? While local police can be a little zealous in suggesting it’s not safe to go alone, it’s true you’ll get much more out of it if you go with an experienced guide who’ll brew tea to sip in front of stupendous views, organise a picnic or take you to a local farm for lunch.

Bio et Bois (bioetboisfes.com) is a sustainable adventure resort between Fez and Meknes that offers half- and full-day hiking and horse-riding excursions across the ridge of the mountain, circling back through farmland. The start point is about 20 minutes from the medina. After arriving by car, you hike up a gravel road to the telegraph towers, which, at 832m above sea level, is the highest point in Fez, offering one of its most breathtaking 360-degree views, as well as glorious hiking and horse-riding territory through pristine countryside, umbrella pine forest and swathes of wildflowers in spring.

Full-day treks start at Dh1000 per person. Bio et Bois also organises two- to six-day excursions through the Middle Atlas, either camping or sleeping in local guesthouses en route. If that all seems like too much hard work, you can always head about 45 minutes out of town to its HQ and spend a day lounging by its countryside pool.


BEST ACTIVITIES IN FEZ

Moroccan Folk Music

Enjoy regular concerts by local performers, including the all-women band Jilaliyat at Cafe Clock.

Understanding Fez

Half- and full-day tours exploring the history, culture and food of the city with Fez Guided Tours (instagram.com/fezguidedtours).

Islamic Architecture

Iraqi architect Alaa Said (darseffarine.com) lifts the lid on what makes Fassi dwellings so special.

Cooking Classes

From modern Moroccan dinner party ideas to vegetarian feasts, Courtyard Kitchen at Dar Namir (darnamir.com) has it covered.

Craft Draft

Multidisciplinary craft workshops covering geometrical drawing, bookbinding and brass (craftdraft.org).



WHERE TO DRINK IN THE MEDINA

Hôtel Batha

Bonkers British-inspired decor, including ‘Robin Hood’ shooting arrows from a rooftop, but fun for a cold beer. €

Riad Fès

Sleek and elegant bar setting for a sophisticated dry martini and posh nibbles. €€€

Palais Amani

Cosy bar for fireside drinks in the winter and a breezy rooftop terrace for summer sundowners. €€€


ONE MORE CUP OF TEA

After a day of adventure, nothing revives like a stop at Abdou’s no-name tea shop, about halfway along Rue Machatine near Place Seffarine. Climb the steep staircase and he’ll reward you with a freshly brewed glass of the greatest herbal tea you’ll ever have.





FEZ EL JDID

JEWISH HERITAGE, ROYAL PALACES AND FORMAL GARDENS


The Merinid dynasty established so-called ‘new’ Fez at the end of the 14th century, building the Royal Palace alongside the Mellah (the first Jewish quarter in Morocco). The sultan admired the community for their prowess in the trade of salt and gold and for their innovative thinking. In the late 19th century, Jewish girls became the first of their gender in Morocco to receive a formal education.

At its peak, the neighbourhood had a population of around 25,000 Jews, which dwindled with ‘the departure’ of the late 1940s and early 1950s when swathes of the community headed for the newly established state of Israel. Many more followed in the 1960s, and the Jewish population of Fez today stands at around 50, with one remaining working synagogue, Roben Bensadoun, used mainly by tourists.

Fez El Jdid is a tranquil neighbourhood to wander through and makes a striking contrast to the bustle of the medina.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Aben Danan Synagogue

2Al Fassiyine Synagogue

3Gold Souq

4Jewish Cemetery

5Jnan Sbil

6Royal Palace

SIGHTS

7Bab Makina

8Bab Semmarine

9Dar Batha Museum

10Former Home of Dr Armand Guigui

EATING

11Grillade Nmiss

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

12Café Restaurant La Noria

13Mezzanine




TOP TIP

To start your explorations, take a petit taxi to Bab Lamar and stroll eastwards back to Bab Bou Jeloud. This route allows you to take in the whole neighbourhood, following a more-or-less linear path.



Royal Palace

CITY WITHIN A CITY

Covering 32 hectares, the Royal Palace is staffed by 3000 people, and its grounds include a mosque, medersa, guards’ houses, gardens and a river. The royal entrance consists of seven doors, restored in 1968 by 120 artisans when Hassan II presented the palace to his daughter Lalla Meriem as a wedding gift. Moulded from solid bronze and surrounded by intricate zellige, the gates represent the days of the week, with the biggest in the middle used exclusively by the monarch when the capacious square (mechoir) out front is laid top-to-tail with crimson carpets.
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Entrance, Royal Palace | Kadagan/Shutterstock ©

Jnan Sbil

THE CITY’S ORIGINAL GREEN LUNG

In a densely packed city with little green space, the 19th-century formal Jnan Sbil gardens are a literal breath of fresh air. Originally intended as an extension of the Royal Palace – underground passages are said to have linked the two – it opened to the public in 1917, offering a verdant escape from the sometimes claustrophobic inner city and the relentless summer heat. The gardens fell into disrepair for many years but reopened in 2011 as a rather fabulous new version of itself. With a stately avenue of palms, tinkling fountains, scented herbs, thickets of bamboo, citrus trees, rose gardens and more than 3000 species of plants, Jnan Sbil is understandably popular for strolling, particularly in the golden light of early evening. The gardens serve as a venue for the Fes Festival of World Sacred Music, but the green space is arguably at its most magical when you snatch a couple of hours to yourself with nothing but a book, a picnic and the sound of birdsong.
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Jnan Sbil | MITZO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Gold Souq

Trading gold or silver was once the exclusive domain of Jewish merchants, who set up goldsmithing here in the 14th century, primarily to serve the tastes of the royal palace. Nowadays, the shops on Rue Sekkakine are run by Muslim merchants whose jewellery is much admired by young brides and their husbands-to-be who commission wedding pieces inset with glittering semi-precious stones. It’s a great place to pick up delicate gold necklaces with hand of Fatima motifs and sparkling bangles, priced by the gram.



Al Fassiyine & Aben Danan Synagogues

HONOURING MOROCCO’S JEWISH HERITAGE

Built in the 17th century, Al Fassiyine Synagogue fell into disrepair when many of the community moved to Israel in the 1950s and ’60s. After being used as a carpet store and a gym, it was restored by Simon Levy, general secretary of the Judeo-Moroccan Heritage Foundation, and features many original details, including a 15th-century Torah inscribed on goat’s skin. Nearby, the more elaborate Aben Danan Synagogue was saved by the joint efforts of American Express and the World Monuments Fund, preserving historical features such as Elijah’s Chair for circumcision ceremonies, the city’s last remaining mikvah (a ritual bath for purification) and photographs documenting life in the community.
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Aben Danan Synagogue | KAJZRPHOTOGRAPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Jewish Cemetery

A PLACE OF PEACE AND REMEMBERANCE

Laid to rest in this cemetery are the great and the good of Fez’ Jewish society, including Rabbi Yaakov Kenizel, who lived here in the 16th century and was said to be a great miracle worker; Dr Armand Guigui; and Solika Hatuel the Righteous. According to lore, the governor of Tangier attempted to seduce Hatuel, and later Sultan Moulay Abder-Rahmane was so taken with the Jewish beauty that he begged her to convert to Islam. When she refused, she was sentenced to death by decapitation in 1834.

MORE IN FEZ EL JDID

Walking from Derb Al Souq to Dar Batha

STREETS MADE FOR STROLLING

Stroll along the main drag in the Mellah, locally nicknamed Derb Al Souq, with its wrought-iron balconies and large windows looking onto the street and you’ll see a grand cream-coloured house that’s the former home of Dr Armand Guigui, president of the Jewish community, who is buried in the cemetery.

Continue through the gold souq on Rue Sekkakine and you’ll find yourself opposite Bab Semmarine, which dates from the 13th century. What you see today is the 17th-century vision of Alaouite Sultan Moulay Ismail, the country’s longest-reigning monarch and a bon vivant known for his ostentatious style. People that he enslaved created the giant horseshoe arch inlaid with intricate zellige to surround gargantuan cedarwood doors that would become the main entrance to one of the city’s main thoroughfares, Rue Fez El Jdid. Today, it’s a lively shopping street. Continue along until you pop out at the city’s former arms factory, Bab Makina, which serves as the staff entrance to the Royal Palace and one of the principal venues for the Fes Festival of World Sacred Music.

Finish your wanderings at the Dar Batha Museum. Temporarily closed for renovation, housed in a beautiful 19th-century palace and arranged around a colonnaded marble-tiled courtyard, the museum opened in the 1920s. Its collection includes an excellent pottery room, traditional Moroccan art, textiles, woodwork and jewellery, but it is most pleasing as a place to pause in quiet contemplation while admiring the architecture and soaking up the scent of the orange trees.


BEST JEWISH MOROCCAN DISHES

Dafina

Traditionally prepared on a Friday, this stew of beef, beans, potatoes and eggs is cooked in a low-heat oven overnight ready for Shabbat lunch.

Mina

A celebratory savoury pie similar to bastilla made with layers of filo dough stuffed with meat or vegetables, eggs and herbs.

Kefta Mkaouara

A hearty, richly flavoured dish of meatballs is cooked in a spiced tomato sauce with eggs.

Sfenj

Fried doughnuts lavishly sprinkled with sugar.

Mehia

An eau de vie made from figs, dates or grapes.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK NEAR THE MELLAH

Grillade Nmiss

Useful pit stop for a fast and flavourful kefta sandwich. €

Café Restaurant La Noria

Its sunny terrace is a good place for orange juice or mint tea. You’ll eat better elsewhere. €

Mezzanine

Have tapas and a glass of wine on this chill roof terrace overlooking Jnan Sbil. €€



VILLE NOUVELLE

SPRAWLING AVENUES AND SOPHISTICATED DINING


Tourists once largely ignored the Ville Nouvelle, but that’s changing fast. This neighbourhood is where you’ll find the city’s bright young things, drawn to the district’s large, light-filled spaces and laid-back pace of life. Young designers and artisans are opening studios, and Blvd Mohammed V and Champ de Course have seen Thai, Japanese and Korean restaurants establish themselves alongside burger joints, French bistros and Italian pizzerias, all of which make for good eating.

Things are greening up too, echoing French architect Henri Prost’s vision when he designed the neighbourhood’s wide, palm-fringed Ave Hassan II, art deco villas and government buildings in the early 20th century. A wander about the place is a great way to get a taste of modern Fassi life, and although it doesn’t yet have much in terms of sights, this newfound dynamism signals an increasingly interesting and vibrant neighbourhood in years to come.


TOP TIP

When the medina becomes overwhelming, seek out the calm of the Ville Nouvelle. While the neighbourhood doesn’t offer enough to warrant a full day of exploring, a morning mooch with a street-food lunch or a late-afternoon stroll followed by a cocktail and dinner will help restore order in your mind.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1American Language Center

2Ave Hassan II

3Blvd Mohammed V

4Institut Français

5Marche Central

SLEEPING

6Fes Marriott

7Hotel Sahrai

8Hôtel Volubilis

EATING

9Ave Hassan Ouazzani

10Bistrot des Saveurs

11Café Marignan

12Chez Adil

13Cyrnos

14Limone de Garda

15Osawa

16Sushi Iki Japones

17Zagora

SHOPPING

18Babouche Barok

19Fes Antiques

20Maison Ben Cherif

21Orientalist Art Gallery



Avenue Hassan II

STARLIGHT STROLLING

Ville Nouvelle evenings are defined by families walking along palm-tree-lined Hassan II, kids splashing in fountains and cafes brimming with the day’s gossip. Although high-rise apartments and office blocks have largely taken over the old art deco villas, cafe culture still thrives at street level, making for pleasant strolling on a balmy evening. The liveliest section is from the Place Florence and back towards the medina. Also nearby is Institut Français, which often hosts cultural events and art exhibitions, and the American Language Center, which has an excellent bookshop and language classes.
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Ave Hassan II | PAWELITO/GETTY IMAGES ©

Boulevard Mohammed V

EASY-GOING AND INCREASINGLY SOPHISTICATED

Built in European style as a hub for the city’s commercial and cultural interests, Blvd Mohammed V has fashion chains, coffee shops and boutiques selling local skincare brands and deli products along pavements dotted with carefully pruned orange trees and some beautiful, if crumbling, art deco buildings. Marche Central sits at its heart. Ongoing renovations to the avenue and surrounding streets suggest a raft of cool new hangouts are just around the corner. About halfway along, Jardin Public is a green space with a small kids’ play area.

Marche Central

FOR THE FRESHEST PRODUCE

Designed by French architect Albert Laprade, who also built Bab Bou Jeloud and the Batha Museum, to replace the stifling souqs that preceded it, Marche Central is the lifeblood of the Ville Nouvelle. Residents’ inherent love of good food and an insistence on freshness have made it an epicentre of cafes and restaurants, and should you have the means to cook at your accommodation, shopping here is a joy. On any given morning, it’s abuzz with locals piling their baskets high with just-picked produce, boat-fresh fish and newly slaughtered chickens before they head off to gossip over pastries and fiendishly strong coffee on Blvd Mohammed V.
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Institute Français | JEANLUCICHARD/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

MORE IN THE VILLE NOUVELLE

Secrets of the Style Makers

FOLLOW IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF SAVVY LOCALS

As more money is poured into the regeneration of the Ville Nouvelle, the city’s hip young entrepreneurs are making it their own with new, innovative businesses springing up to complement those long established.

Unless you’re studying Arabic there, the American Language Center might not cross your radar. But local and international students alike will tell you, its bookshop is an excellent source of fascinating reading material, and the pretty garden cafe serves excellent coffee. Behind Marche Central, Babouche Barok designs and produces haute, handmade leather slippers, including a fleece-lined version for winter, beloved by Moroccan celebrities and sold in the best shops around the country and increasingly abroad. To visit, make an appointment online (babouchebarok.ma).

On Blvd Mohammed V, Maison Ben Cherif is a legendary shop for interior textiles. Going strong for more than a century, it’s known for high-quality fabrics, including silk, wool and cotton, and exceptional craftsmanship in a dazzling array of colours, patterns and textures. The standard width is about 160cm, and fabrics are sold by the metre, so come armed with measurements if you fancy taking on a reupholstering project back home. Fes Antiques is a dreamy curiosity shop teeming with soapstone art deco statues, glass figurines, Louis XV bronze lanterns and bigger pieces of furniture, all available for shipping. The Orientalist Art Gallery has an interesting collection of contemporary works, many of which depict the city itself.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT IN THE VILLE NOUVELLE

Ave Hassan Ouazzani

A row of no-name workers’ canteens serves breakfast bissara, garlic fried eggs and rib-sticking tajines. €€

Cyrnos

Legendary maâkouda with spicy harissa (chilli paste) salsa. €€

Chez Adil

Juicy charcoal-grilled lamb brochettes (kebabs) sprinkled with salt and cumin. €€

Café Marignan

Free tapas and Flag Spéciale (the local beer) are served from 6pm. €€

Bistrot des Saveurs

When your body demands cold-pressed juice and a hearty salad bowl. €€€



WHERE TO STAY IN THE VILLE NOUVELLE

Hôtel Volubilis

Motel-style digs arranged around a large swimming pool and garden. €€

Fes Marriott

Large chain with comfortable rooms, a massive pool and sprawling gardens. €€€

Hotel Sahrai

Contemporary boutique with an infinity pool, Givenchy spa and three restaurants. €€€

Self-Care the Moroccan Way

HAMMAM HOW-TO

The medina has numerous hammams to choose from. Local hammams tend to be basic (and not always super clean), while touristy hammams can rush the treatments. Ask any local, and they’ll tell you that the best place for a hammam is in the Ville Nouvelle, largely because bathhouses in this neighbourhood cater to middle-class Moroccans with exacting standards who accept nothing but the best. Here’s how going to the hammam works.

In midrange to high-end hammams, you are expected to strip down, though keeping your underwear on is acceptable. Most places provide paper underwear, a robe and wet shoes. The treatment starts with lying on a marble slab in a hot room (somewhere between a Finnish dry sauna and a wet steam bath in Turkey) to open the pores. You’ll be left alone to relax for about 10 minutes before the kessala (woman or man who does the hammam) arrives to slather you in sabon beldi (traditional black olive-oil soap), rinse you off and then, using an exfoliating mitt called a kessa, scrub you all over to remove dead skin and toxins. If it’s too rough, say ‘bshwiya’, which means ‘gently, please’. Next comes a clay mask for both hair and body, and finally shampoo, conditioner and shower gel to wash off any residual dead skin or clay.

Expect to spend anywhere from 45 minutes to two hours enjoying the treatment and factor in downtime afterwards. You’ll emerge feeling like a newborn babe but ready for a lie-down!


BEST INTERNATIONAL RESTAURANTS

Zagora

Fashionable French bistro for treats like citrusy tuna carpaccio and steak frites with a punchy Moroccan red. €€

MB

Beloved by the city’s fashionistas for cocktails at the bar and elevated Mediterranean-Moroccan cooking. €€€

Limone de Garda

Best-in-show for wood-fired pizza, homemade pasta and a properly sloppy saffron risotto. €€

Sushi Iki Japones

Authentic hand-pressed sushi, homemade tofu and feather-light tempura have people coming from far and wide. €€€

Osawa

Crunchy Korean fried chicken, noodles and searingly fiery kimchi. €€



WHERE TO GO FOR A HAMMAM IN THE VILLE NOUVELLE

Infinity

Self-care packages include hammam, massage, facials and body wraps. €€

Vichy Thermalia Spa Hotel

Hot springs for back pain, respiratory problems and pure leisure; about 30 minutes from the Ville Nouvelle. €€

Nausikaa

Middle-class community hammam for traditional steam, scrub down and massage. €






THE MIDDLE ATLAS
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MEDINAS, MARKETS AND NATIONAL PARKS

Majestic Meknes, fragrant forests of cedar, age-old Amazigh market towns and remarkable Roman ruins: uncover the mysteries of the Middle Atlas.
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Sefrou | SAMISM MAKOU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Arriving in Meknes after the tumult of Fez is like a breath of fresh air. The monuments are no less grandiose, the history no less fascinating, but this imperial city feels just that bit less discovered.

And while northern Morocco’s Middle Atlas Mountains may lack the drama of the more popular High Atlas peaks, if you take the time to explore this little-visited region, you will be rewarded with pretty Amazigh villages where women weave their history in wool, raucous traditional markets where normally unhurried shepherds come to trade, and evocative Roman ruins to transport you back to another age and time.

And there are plenty of surprises in store for those who search them out: uncover an alpine village in the heart of the Middle Atlas or troglodyte living in Bhalil, converse with the artisans of Sefrou and slow down and slip into local life in Moulay Idriss Zerhoun.

Fragrant forests of towering cedars camouflage mischievous Barbary macaques, winding roads lead to otherworldly underground caverns and you can hike secluded woodland trails – or wine and produce tasting trails – without another tourist in sight. Then end the day at a charming local guesthouse feasting on just-caught trout and artisanal cheeses.
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THE MAIN AREAS

MEKNES

An authentic imperial city.

MOULAY IDRISS ZERHOUN

Morocco’s most sacred town.

AZROU

The Middle Atlas in microcosm.

SEFROU

A tranquil Amazigh market town.

TAZEKKA NATIONAL PARK

Off-the-radar caving and hiking.



Find Your Way

Beyond Meknes, oak and cedar forests cover the low-rise Middle Atlas Mountains, creating perfect hiking terrain and connecting the dots between Amazigh market towns and villages.
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Plan Your Time

Delve deeper into this beautiful region to discover its rich history, sample its cuisine and explore the wild trails of its national parks.
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Pressed for Time

• Head straight to Volubilis for its stunning Roman mosaics. It can be visited in a day trip from Fez, with stop-offs in Meknes and Moulay Idriss to take in the highlights, if you’re really short of time.

• If you just want to escape the clamour of Fez for a night or two, hop in a grand taxi to the holy city of Moulay Idriss for a peaceful slice of Moroccan life. Or head to Azrou to spot macaques in the fresh mountain air of Ifrane National Park.




A Week to Travel Around

• Go west from Fez to explore the underrated imperial city of Meknes, with its impressive fortifications, ornate monuments and hassle-free souqs. Spend time going local in Moulay Idriss while enjoying its farm-fresh produce, before journeying to Volubilis in the age-old way, by donkey.

• Or head south to discover the artisans in the multicultural Amazigh market town of Sefrou and troglodyte living in Bhalil, before dropping in on Azrou’s traditional Tuesday souq and a visit to the talented weavers of Ain Leuh.




If You Have More Time

• Hikers and mountain bikers could delve deeper into Ifrane National Park, taking multiday hikes to more remote valleys or going underground in the caves of Tazekka National Park. Or spend time tasting organic cheese at Domaine de la Pommeraie and fine wines at Domaine de la Zouina.

• In winter, take to the slopes of the Michlifen Ski Resort and enjoy a snow-dusted Ifrane and Ifrane National Park. From there you can head south through Erfoud to Merzouga and be sandboarding down the dunes of Erg Chebbi in just over six hours.



Seasonal Highlights

January to March is the ski season, while the forests are at their loveliest in spring. In summer, urbanites flock to the region in search of cooler temperatures.

FEBRUARY

Ski the slopes of the Moroccan Aspen at the Michlifen ski resort.
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MAY

A good time to hike the trails of Ifrane National Park around Azrou before the summer crowds descend.
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JUNE

Sefrou springs into life for the annual Cherry Festival in a celebration of nature and culture.
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JULY

The International Festival of World Traditional Music is held at Volubilis (dates can vary; pictured).
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AUGUST

The Moussem of Moulay Idriss sees crowds of pilgrims descend on his namesake town.
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SEPTEMBER

It’s a good time to explore Tazekka National Park while it’s still warm enough to swim in its pools.
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OCTOBER

The Moussem of Sidi Mohammed ben Aïssa takes place outside the medina walls in Meknes.
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MEKNES
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First settled in the 9th century by the Amazigh Miknasa tribe, who dubbed it ‘Meknes of the Olives’, it became Morocco’s third imperial city in the 17th century, when the legendary Sultan Moulay Ismail chose it as his capital. Smaller and more subdued than Fez, it’s often overshadowed by its neighbour, but you can experience authentic Moroccan life among the relics of his imposing fortifications.

At the time of research, 55 sites in Meknes were being sustainably restored, including the iconic Bab El Mansour and Heri Es Souani, and will reopen as soon as work is completed. Part of a nationwide initiative under the auspices of King Mohammed VI, the project is a collaboration between the government, architects, scientists and artisans, who are correcting longstanding restoration errors. The aim is not only preservation but to improve the visitor experience, as well as the lives of medina residents.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mausoleum of Moulay Ismail

SIGHTS

2Bab El Mansour

3Dar Jamai

4Medersa Bou Inania

5Place El Hedim

SLEEPING

6Riad El Ma

7Riad Le Petit Ksar

8Ryad Bahia

EATING

9Restaurant Ya Hala

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

10Coffe Shop Meknes

SHOPPING

11Coin des Artisans

12Marché Couvert




TOP TIP

Satiate your senses at the hassle-free covered food market, piled high with colourful displays of local produce, where you can sample the region’s famous olives, dried fruit and aromatic spices.



The Disappearing Art of Damascene

ONLY IN MEKNES

Tucked away in the souqs of Meknes, you can discover a delicate and disappearing art form. Damascene – or damasquinerie in French – involves etching a geometric or arabesque design into metal and inlaying it with gold or silver wire. Select cities in Spain, Japan and Indonesia still produce damascene but you won’t find it anywhere else in Morocco.

Its exact origins are blurred: some say it dates back to the Roman Empire, others that it originated in Damascus, hence the name, or perhaps it was its resemblance to the elaborate designs of damask silk. But it’s thought it was brought from Syria to Spain – Toledo in particular – by Jewish artisans and from there to Meknes in the 13th century.

A visit to Abdellah’s diminutive damascene workshop, Coin des Artisans, demonstrates the labour-intensive and collaborative effort needed to make everything from bowls to bracelets. A blacksmith shapes the metal, someone else roughens the surface and blackens it in a wood-burning fire, before Abdellah creates slender grooves with a child-size chisel and bangs in silver thread with a tiny hammer.

It’s polished with a stone to remove any rough edges and burnt a second time before being polished again with acidic lemon juice to make the silver shine. The finished product is virtually indestructible and only needs an occasional wipe with olive oil. Now Abdellah’s son is taking on his mantle and has a small workshop nearby.
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MEKNES CRAFTS

Damascene isn’t the only art form that Meknes is famed for – there’s ironwork (as a military city under the reign of Moulay Ismail, it became renowned for manufacturing weapons), embroidery with Amazigh designs and, perhaps most famously, woodcarving. You can see it everywhere, from palaces to mosques, the imposing doors of the Bab El Mansour to the interior of Dar Jamai, so artfully carved that it resembles the finest calligraphy. And on the mashrabiyas (wooden lattice screens), where tiny pieces of wood create an open latticework pattern – perhaps diamonds, stars or octagons – that allows in light and keeps out prying eyes.



WHERE TO STAY IN MEKNES

Ryad Bahia

This antique-filled riad has been lovingly restored, with tumbling plant-filled terraces. €€

Riad El Ma

The plant-filled courtyard is complete with tranquil tinkling fountain and there’s a small roof-terrace pool. €€

Riad Le Petit Ksar

Beautifully decorated medina riad, with lots of dazzling zellige (mosaic tilework), carved wood and ornate stucco. €€



WALKING TOUR
Highlights of the Imperial City

Moulay Ismail’s imperial city is separated from the medina by impregnable ramparts, towers and bastions. By his death in 1727, he had completed a 45km city wall, with 20 gates surrounding more than 50 palaces. Today, there are four key sights within the fortifications, and although they have long been stripped of any embellishment, they still give a sense of the sultan’s grand design.
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1 Mausoleum of Moulay Ismail

Moulay Ismail’s final resting place has emerged from a very lengthy restoration with a renewed grandeur worthy of a sultan. It’s a must-visit, with its succession of courtyards decorated with magnificent marble fountains, dazzling zellige, painted cedarwood doors with refreshed gilt details glinting in the sunlight, intricate stucco work and fragrant cedarwood ceilings. Look through the doorway to the tomb – non-Muslims can only visit the entry hall and front courtyards – and you’ll spot two rather incongruous clocks. In 1698 Moulay Ismail wanted to marry the daughter of King Louis XIV; she refused, but the French Sun King sent the sultan a pair of grandfather clocks instead, and they still work to this day.

2 Koubbat As Sufara and Habs Qara

Across the road from Moulay Ismail’s sanctuary, within the walls of the original imperial city, Koubbat As Sufara was Moulay Ismail’s reception hall for foreign ambassadors and showcases stunning zellige tilework. It’s here that Unesco inscribed Meknes in the World Heritage Site registry in 1996. Below lies a subterranean network of rooms known as Habs Qara (Kara Prison), now thought to have been a food store, although some guides will still tell you that it was a dungeon for Ismail’s Christian slaves.

In summer, it’s a hot 2km walk from the mausoleum to the next stop, the granary, so you could hop into a horse-drawn calèche or take a taxi. If you walk, follow the road from the mausoleum south between the high walls and past the main entrance of the Royal Palace (no visitors; unless you’re teeing off at the nine-hole Royal Golf de Meknes tucked behind the walls) to find the granary entrance straight ahead.

3 Heri Es Souani

Moulay Ismail considered this 18th-century complex, comprising the royal granary and stables, one of his finest architectural projects. The cavernous, thick-walled, barrel-vaulted storerooms were filled with provisions in preparation for siege or drought and kept cool through a system of underfloor water channels, drawing from a cistern. To the west are the roofless remains of stables for an alleged 12,000 horses.

4 Agdal Basin

Next to the granary, the Agdal Basin is an enormous stone-lined lake, built in the 18th century as both a reservoir for Moulay Ismail’s gardens and a pleasure lake. Originally it was surrounded by high walls and fed by a complex system of wells and aqueducts. Today, it’s a popular place for a stroll, with the arches of the granary reflected on the still water.



Exploring Meknes Medina

From bab to bab

The first stop on any tour of Meknes is the monumental Bab El Mansour, the grandest of all imperial gateways, completed by Moulay Ismail’s son in 1732. It’s an architectural masterpiece, adorned in sparkling zellige and engraved Quranic panels – the two white marble columns are thought to have been stolen from Volubilis. The main wooden door, seldom open, is 16m high, and across the top of the gate an Arabic inscription boasts: ‘I am the most beautiful gate in Morocco. I’m like the moon in the sky. Property and wealth are written on my front.’

Cleared by Moulay Ismail so his subjects could better admire the Bab El Mansour, Place El Hedim is the beating heart of the medina. It is particularly lively in the evening, when families stroll, snack at the cafes, and listen to storytellers and musicians in a miniature version of Marrakesh’s Djemaa El Fna.

On the north side of Place El Hedim, Dar Jamai has emerged from its restoration even more stunning than before; it’s a masterclass in Moroccan architecture, with zellige, intricate stucco and ornate carved and painted cedarwood, and a citrus-tree-shaded Andalusian courtyard. This palatial residence was built in 1882 by the powerful Jamai family – two of whom were grand viziers to Sultan Moulay Al Hassan – and has been a museum since 1920. It’s reopened as the National Museum of Music, showcasing diverse musical genres from around the country through instruments, costumes and sound, from the celebratory Amazigh ahidous to Jewish-Moroccan chaabi and sub-Saharan gnaoua.

Opposite the Grand Mosque, the Medersa Bou Inania was completed in 1358 and is typical of exquisite Merinid interior design. While not as lavish as its Fassi namesake, its walls are covered in sublime zellige and delicate stucco, topped with an intricately carved cedarwood ceiling. You can explore the student rooms, the roof and even the school’s hammam.

Running along the western side of Place El Hedim, the Marché Couvert (Covered Market) is where locals shop. If you thought olives just came in green or black, think again; there are pyramids of plump olives in every size and hue, plain, stuffed and mixed with herbs or fiery chillies. Multicoloured mounds of spices scent the air, ready mixed for you to toss into your tajines, and dried fruits of every description. For those with a sweet tooth, stalls groan under the weight of sugary treats made with sesame, almonds, dates and pistachios. The squeamish should avoid the butchery section.

For a bab (gate) to bab and beyond tour, contact excellent local guide Bouchra Jamai (0661815237/bouchra_jamai@yahoo.com).
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I LIVE HERE: A MODERN IMPERIAL CITY
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Bouchra Jamai, professional tour guide and manager of Ryad Bahia

Meknes has all the grandeur of a former imperial city but with an exciting modern atmosphere. It may be a Unesco World Heritage Site thanks to the preservation of its 17th-century Islamic and European architecture, but it’s not living in the past. Unlike other former imperial cities, it’s never bursting with tourists but is a relaxed slice of authentic Moroccan life. The medina is easy to navigate, with dozens of small shops selling everything from spices to rugs. It’s also one of the more budget-friendly imperial cities because the souqs here are still very much for locals.



WHERE TO EAT IN MEKNES

Ryad Bahia

Non-guests can book in for a delicious dinner of salads, sizzling tajines and sweet treats. €€

Restaurant Ya Hala

Expect fine home cooking at this family’s riad – it’s freshly prepared, so you may have to wait. €€

Coffe Shop Meknes

If you’re craving a good cup of coffee, head to this quirky cupboard-sized cafe in the medina. €
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Who Was Moulay Ismail?

Born in 1645 to a descendant of the Prophet Muhammad and an unknown black slave, Moulay Ismail was the longest-ruling Moroccan sultan (55 years). Dubbed ‘The Bloodthirsty’, in 1672 he celebrated inheriting the throne by murdering all who refused to submit to his rule. A string of military campaigns brought most of Morocco under his control, subduing the Amazigh tribes, liberating Tangier from the British and relieving the Spanish of most of their Moroccan territory. Then he retired to his extravagant imperial city, leaving the foundation of modern Morocco as his legacy. He was a lover as well as a fighter; with more than 500 women in his harem, he allegedly fathered over 800 offspring, a Guinness world record.




Getting Around

The medina is best explored on foot and you can always take a horse-drawn calèche tour around the imperial city; there are also plenty of pale-blue petits taxis available. CTM buses run to all major cities, including Fez, Marrakesh, Casablanca and Taza for Tazekka National Park, and there are trains to Fez from Meknes Al Amir station. You can get grands taxis to Moulay Idriss, Sefrou, Ifrane and Azrou.






Beyond Meknes
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Along with some excellent wine country, the highlight of the Meknes region is Volubilis, the best-preserved archaeological site in Morocco.


Set in the fertile plains surrounding Meknes, Volubilis was one of the furthest reaches of the Roman Empire. Originally settled by Carthaginian traders in the 3rd century BCE and annexed in 25 BCE, it’s estimated 20,000 people lived there at its peak. The Romans installed an Amazigh king but when neighbouring Amazigh tribes began to reassert themselves, they abandoned Volubilis around 280 CE. Then it was inhabited by Imazighen, Greeks, Jews and Syrians, until its buildings were finally felled by the Lisbon earthquake of 1755.

The rich soil and temperate climate of the Meknes region make it ideal for wine production, which dates back to the Phoenicians and was continued by the Romans and the French.
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TOP TIP

Stay in Moulay Idriss and get to Volubilis towards the end of the day, when the heat and the crowds have dissipated and the setting sun bathes the ruins in golden light, or early in the morning before the tour groups arrive.



Try a Glass of Gris

MOROCCAN WINE TASTING

Moroccan wine has come a very long way in the last 20 years. Begun by the Romans and developed by the French, the industry went into a slump after independence but has since been revitalised, with ever-increasing vineyards and brands.

Most of the vineyards are in the Meknes area, where the climate in the Middle Atlas foothills means wet winters and plenty of sunshine. Add the heavy, rocky clay-limestone soil and an elevation of 580m to 800m, and you get some exceptional vineyards.

There remains a contradiction around wine production in Morocco. It is haram (forbidden) in Islam, and only a handful of supermarkets and independent shops stock alcohol. And yet, around 90% of the wine made in Morocco is drunk in the country – and not all by tourists.

Around 20km south of Meknes, near Boufakrane, Domaine de la Zouina (domainezouina.com, tastings by appointment) was founded by the French in the early 20th century. Reborn in the early Noughties, today you can tour the winery before tasting award-winning wines from its Volubilia and Epicuria ranges. You’ll learn about the history of Moroccan wine and the now almost-organic vineyard, and visit the cellars where Epicuria is stored in French oak barrels and, more recently, gigantic clay amphora, which will give the wine more minerality.

If you don’t have time for a leisurely lunch, the ‘La Zouina’ package includes a tasting of four wines: two reds, a syrah and cabernet sauvignon, a rosé and Moroccan speciality gris, which sits somewhere between white and rosé, paired with flavoursome goat’s cheese, dried fruit and the estate’s (also award-winning) olive oil.
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Château Roslane

North Africa’s first winery to be listed as a château viticole, Les Celliers de Meknes Château Roslane (roslaneboutiquehotel.com) is the oldest and largest wine producer in Morocco. After a tour of the cellars, you can indulge in lunch or dinner, with dishes showcasing local produce, paired with four premium wines: a red and white AOC (Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée), Morocco’s only sparkling wine and a dessert wine. There’s also an elegant boutique hotel set among the luxuriant gardens, decorated with modern Moroccan rugs and textiles, with balconies overlooking the vineyards. Spa treatments feature wine and if you’ve always wanted to bathe in a wine barrel, treat yourself to the suite.

Use this QR code for hotel bookings.

[image: jpg]




Getting Around

Volubilis is a 40-minute drive from Meknes and 10 minutes from Moulay Idriss. Take a shared grand taxi from the French Institute in Meknes to Moulay Idriss and another grand taxi, walk or even ride a donkey to Volubilis from there. Another option is to find a private driver. There’s no public transport to the wineries, so you will have to hire a grand taxi or a private driver.





TOP SIGHT
Volubilis

The sight of a triumphal arch rising out of the Middle Atlas’ fertile plains, scattered with olive groves, is spectacular enough, but the most amazing thing about Morocco’s most important Roman ruin and Unesco World Heritage Site is the many beautiful mosaics preserved in situ that tell a tale of a centuries-old way of life.
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PRACTICALITIES

Adult/child 70/30Dh

Daily 8.30am–sunset



House of Orpheus

The finest and largest house in the residential area (1 on the map) has three stunning mosaics depicting Orpheus charming animals with his lyre, and a dolphin mosaic in the dining room symbolising good luck. The private hammam has a caldarium (hot room), tepidarium (warm room) and frigidarium (cold room), as well as a solarium.

Galen’s Thermal Baths

Next to the House of Orpheus, this Roman hammam (2) had a highly developed underfloor heating system. Opposite are the communal toilets, where citizens could go about their business and socialise at the same time.


DON’T MISS

The Triumphal Arch

The Decumanus Maximus

House of Venus

House of Orpheus

House of Dionysus and the Four Seasons

House of the Labours of Hercules

House of Ephebus



The Capitol, the Basilica and the Forum

The Capitol (3), Basilica (4) and 1300-sq-metre Forum (5) are, typically, built on a high point. The Capitol, dedicated to the Triad of Jupiter, Juno and Minerva, dates back to 218 CE; the Basilica and Forum lie to its north. The reconstructed columns of the Basilica are often topped with storks’ nests – an iconic Volubilis image. Around the Forum is a series of plinths carved with Latin inscriptions that would have supported statues of the great and good.

House of Ephebus

Just west of the Triumphal Arch, the house (6) is named for the nude bronze sculpture discovered here and now on display in Rabat. The banquet hall has a colourful mosaic of Bacchus, the Roman god of wine and pleasure, in a chariot drawn by panthers.


It’s well worth hiring a guide, especially if you’re pressed for time. Official guides hang about at the entrance to the site and conduct one-hour tours for Dh300. Insist on getting one that speaks your language.



The Triumphal Arch

The focal point of the site, the marble triumphal arch (7) was built in 217 CE in honour of Emperor Caracalla and his mother. Originally topped with a bronze chariot, it was destroyed by the 1755 Lisbon earthquake, restored in 1932 and the mistakes rectified in the 1960s.

House of the Labours of Hercules

Mosaics depict Hercules’ 12 labours (8); several of his heroic feats were alleged to have occurred in Morocco, making him a popular figure at the time.


TOP TIPS

• There’s no shade and the sun can be fierce in summer, so bring a hat and plenty of water.

• Spring is the ideal season, when wildflowers blossom.

• The best time to visit is either first thing in the morning, or late afternoon.

• The site has good information boards in English, French and Arabic if you want to self-guide; allow at least two hours.



House of Dionysus and the Four Seasons

This house (9) is about halfway down the Decumanus Maximus and its mosaic depicting Dionysus discovering a sleeping Ariadne is one of the site’s finest.

House of Venus

This was the home (10) of King Juba II and there are two particularly fine mosaics: the first shows Hercules’ lover Hylas being seduced by two nymphs, and the second is of a bathing Diana – the virgin goddess was glimpsed in her bath by the hunter Acteon, whom she turned into a stag as punishment.





MOULAY IDRISS ZERHOUN
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The whitewashed town of Moulay Idriss Zerhoun perches prettily across two hills. Peaceful for most of the year, it is swamped every August with pilgrims who come there to venerate Moulay Idriss I at the country’s largest moussem (festival), with tbouridas (musket-firing cavalry charges), markets and music.

Morocco’s first Islamic leader was the great-grandson of the Prophet Muhammad, who fled Mecca in the late 8th century and settled near Volubilis, where he converted the locals and established the Idrissid dynasty. It’s still a sacred place for Muslims, and they say those who can’t afford the hajj (the pilgrimage to Mecca) can make five pilgrimages to Moulay Idriss instead. It was off-limits to non-Muslims until 1912.

While the atmospheric ruins of Roman Volubilis are within touching distance, there are few traditional sights in town; instead, you’ll encounter an authentic slice of Moroccan life.
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TOP TIP

Saddle up a donkey and ride to the ruins of Volubilis (arranged through guesthouse Dar Zerhoune), a one-hour ride passing olive groves and flocks of sheep en route.



Moulay Idriss Like a Local

DAILY MOROCCAN LIFE

The town’s key draw is the Mausoleum of Moulay Idriss I, and it’s worth a peek inside its grand entrance. But if you want to do more than tick off the sights, take a tour with Hajiba from Dar Zerhoune (darzerhoune.com) to get an insight into local daily life and scratch beneath the town’s surface.

She’ll take you to the food souq, where people shop daily for fresh fruit and vegetables and still-clucking chickens from their favourite stalls as they’ve done for centuries – only now they can WhatsApp their order in advance. You will visit an olive press where locals – if they have their own trees – take their olives to be turned into oil, or simply buy it in 5L bottles. And a communal oven, where women take their hand-kneaded and shaped dough to be baked into golden khobz (bread).

During the tour you can ask Hajiba anything. Maybe why Moroccan women still go to public hammams when they have a hot shower at home. Or perhaps how cafe culture has changed over the years. Cafes are traditionally the preserve of men, but now she’s comfortable going to a cafe to socialise with her friends or enjoy a coffee and some prime people-watching.

Then it is back to her house – passing the Sentissi Mosque, which allegedly has the only cylindrical minaret in Morocco – for mint tea and biscuits and to learn more about life for women in modern-day Morocco, everything from weddings to working, dowries to divorce.


WHY I LOVE MOULAY IDRISS

Sarah Gilbert, writer

After the frenzied medina of Fez, Moulay Idriss feels like a breath of fresh air, with streets made for idle wandering and dramatic views at every turn. The plains around Volubilis give you a feel for how this outpost of the Roman Empire might have looked millennia ago. Breakfasts of msemen (flatbread) or harcha (semolina bread) on the roof terrace of Dar Zerhoune, and an alfresco lunch at Scorpion House make it all the more special.



WHERE TO EAT & STAY

Grillade Albanna

One of the town’s popular kefta (meatball) joints, served with salad and fresh bread. €

Scorpion House

Splurge on a freshly made feast with stellar views – it’s vegetarian-friendly too. Reservations essential. €€€

Dar Zerhoune

A lovely guesthouse open to non-guests to enjoy Moroccan cuisine served on the roof terrace. €€

In Celebration of the Donkey

DAR ZERHOUNE’S DONKEY DAYS

If you’ve ever been strolling through one of Fez medina’s skinny alleyways and heard ‘Balek! Balek!’ (‘Get out of the way!’) there might have been a donkey trying to squeeze through, with woven panniers piled high with skins from the tanneries, perhaps sacks of spices or bolts of fabrics.

Throughout Morocco donkeys are an integral part of daily life, particularly in rural communities. They’re four-legged taxis used to transport people and luggage, they labour in construction, carrying stones, earth and iron, and they work in the fields pulling ploughs and carrying crops. They’re patient, hard-working and loyal; they are worked hard too, and sometimes thanklessly.

In hilly Moulay Idriss, guesthouse Dar Zerhoune – where everything from the beds to the fridge was delivered by a donkey – organises a monthly Donkey Day. Working with the American Fondouk (an animal welfare nonprofit) in Fez, vets arrive to give donkeys from Moulay and the surrounding villages a check-up, while educating the owners on how to take care of them. You can go along and watch the vets at work, make a donation or even sponsor a Donkey Day.

And in June, in the village of Beni Ammar, 13km from Moulay Idriss, donkeys get a day off to take part in a festival that honours them and their contribution to society. Around 20 donkeys take part in a 1km race – vets give them a health check first – ahead of a unique beauty pageant where, bedecked in colourful faux blooms, donkeys parade in front of a panel of judges, showcasing not only their good looks but the bond with their owners.


Scorpion House

Indulging in a leisurely lunch at Scorpion House is something to savour as you gaze out over the town’s jumble of rooftops, the green-tile-topped mausoleum and the green patchwork plains to Volubilis. The bolthole of Mike Richardson, the owner of the famed Cafe Clocks (the first was in Fez), is set high on a hillside. He’s put his unique stamp on the property over the years, decorating it with retro furniture, flea-market finds, sub-Saharan artefacts and Moroccan textiles. Served in a private nook of a plant-lined terrace or art-filled salon, lunch is a veritable feast: charcoal-grilled beef kefta (a Moulay Idriss speciality), chermoula sardines from Larache, vegetable bastillas and an array of seasonal Moroccan salads, all rounded off with an orange-and-almond Sephardic cake.




HELPING WORKING DONKEYS

When in Fez, visit the American Fondouk, dedicated to giving the working donkeys, mules and horses of Fez medina a better life, for a tour of their clinics and stables.




Getting Around

Moulay Idriss is made for exploring on foot. You can easily get a taxi to Volubilis each way but it’s much more fun to ride a donkey down (book through Dar Zerhoune) and take a taxi back. From Meknes, grands taxis to Moulay Idriss leave from outside the Institut Français. In Moulay Idriss, they leave from the stand on the main road at the bottom of town – to get to Fez, you’ll have to travel via Meknes. Local taxi driver Hamid El Bouzidi (0663292629) offers private transfers to Fez and the airport, Meknes, the wineries and elsewhere in Morocco.





AZROU
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Surrounded by wooded slopes in the heart of the Middle Atlas, Azrou is an ancient Amazigh settlement that takes its name – azrou means rock – from the isolated craggy outcrop that marks the town’s western boundary.

It sits at a crossroads, with one axis heading northwest to Meknes and southeast to Errachidia, and the other northeast to Fez and southwest to Marrakesh, which makes it both a transport hub and an important trading centre.

The endangered Barbary macaques and fragrant cedar forest trails of Ifrane National Park and the tourist-free Tuesday souq are the big draws here, but its cooler climes, hassle-free mini medina and relaxed pace of life make it the perfect place to unwind after the hustle of the former imperial cities.
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TOP TIP

Visit the contemporary Middle Atlas Heritage Interpretation Centre (free admission) opposite the rock, where displays explain the geology, ecology and ethnology of the Middle Atlas, with examples of traditional costumes and crafts, medicinal plants, fossils and more.



Go Sheep Shopping

A TRADITIONAL MIDDLE ATLAS MARKET

Every Tuesday morning, hundreds of people descend on this peaceful mountain town on mules, donkeys, motorbikes and bicycles. Before first light, pickups roll into town with their baaing and bleating cargo, maybe mountains of potatoes from Meknes or aromatic oranges from Agadir, along with piles of pungent onions and fragrant herbs from the fertile valleys around the Middle Atlas.

Azrou’s Tuesday souq covers a vast area north of the town centre, but you’ll hear a symphony of baas of every timbre emanating from the livestock souq before you see it. There are donkeys, goats and the odd cow for sale, but sheep outnumber them all, often tied together in groups of four, six or more, creating an otherworldly multi-headed beast.

Watch as shepherds clad in djellabas (hooded cloaks) check out a potential purchase, peering at its teeth and prodding its haunches before an intense to-and-fro over the price. Figure agreed, they’ll sling a single sheep over their shoulders or drag a pair off by two legs, while larger groups will be skilfully wrangled to the car park.

If you don’t snap up a sheep at the souq, check out Azrou’s Ensemble Artisanal, a collection of small crafts shops selling good-quality carpets, leatherwork, stone and cedarwood carvings at reasonable fixed prices. It is just behind the cultural centre, in front of the rock.
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The Monastery of Tioumliline

An unexpected find in the forest near Azrou is the abandoned Monastery of Tioumliline. French Benedictine monks arrived in 1952 and set up a school, a dispensary offering free medical care and a home for orphaned children. The monks learnt Arabic and Tamazight, and the monastery became a valuable part of the community, a place for people of all beliefs to come together. It closed in 1968 and was left to decay, but in 2010 it was the setting for Xavier Beauvois’ powerful French drama, Of Gods and Men, based on the kidnap and murder of seven French Trappist monks in Algeria in 1996. Today, various organisations are working with local people to rebuild Tioumliline; mountain guide Saleh Boudaoud lives within the grounds and can show you around.



WHERE TO STAY IN AZROU

Les Jardins d’Azrou

Relaxed guesthouse with lovely mountain views and inventive menu including Swiss fondue and local mushrooms. €€

Palais de la Cerisiers

Alpine-look hotel with serene views, swimming pools and a fine-dining restaurant – some rooms have fireplaces. €€€

Riad Azrou

This good-value traditional riad is in a central spot just off Azrou’s main square. €

Walk Among Towering Cedars

HIKE IFRANE’S FOREST TRAILS

Azrou and Ifrane are the gateways to the magnificent cedar and oak forests of Ifrane National Park and their easy-to-moderate hiking trails.

Covering an area of 125,000 hectares and ranging in altitude from 1300m to 2400m, Ifrane National Park is lower than neighbouring Toubkal National Park, but its diverse ecosystems, fed by natural lakes, springs and rivers, support more than 1000 species of flora, including the emblematic Atlas cedar, Algerian oak, evergreen holm oak, Spanish juniper and maritime pine.

It’s also home to 140 species of rare bird, 30 species of reptiles and amphibians and 37 species of mammals, the most famous of which is the Barbary macaque, a one-of-a-kind primate that has been classed as endangered on the IUCN Red List since 2008.

The 3M Square Loop trail – aka the Monkey Trail – gives you a good chance of spotting the mischievous macaques, and it’s great for trail runners and mountain bikers too, shaded by lofty oak and cedar trees. But enlisting a specialist mountain guide, such as Saleh Boudaoud (0643031867/salehboudahoud@gmail.com), will not only keep you on the right path but give you an insight into the park’s flora and fauna and the threats faced by the macaques.

As well as hiking – from easy half-days to a three-day hike from Ain Leuh to the source of the Oum Er Rbia – he can take you macaque tracking, and mountain biking (e-bikes are an option) around the route of lakes or across the sprawling Agdal plateau for panoramic views over Azrou.


Maison de la Cédraie

This ecofriendly museum (maisondelacedraie.ma) opposite the Moudmame forest picnic area is dedicated to the majestic cedar, with a towering example as its centrepiece and interactive exhibits to entertain all ages. The Unesco Atlas Cedar Biosphere Reserve, 80km to the south, is home to 75% of the world’s Atlas cedars, and Lake Afenourir and Tifounassine are Ramsar sites. The museum’s aim is to educate – in a fun way – locals and tourists on the vital role the cedar forests play in the region’s ecology and culture, including the wildlife that call it home, from wild boar to deer and servals, as well as a multitude of birds.

Use this QR code to find out more.
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WHERE TO GET GUARANTEED SIGHTINGS OF MONKEYS

Cèdre de Gouraud

The site of a monumental dead cedar and plenty of macaques. Be warned, they expect to be fed.

Moudmame

Moudmame (meaning ‘hawthorn’) is a forest picnic area just outside town and the start point for several hikes.

Monkey Forest

A popular macaque hangout – they know people will stop and feed them.

Tracking Barbary Macaques

DON’T FEED THE MONKEYS

Barbary macaques are unique primates that were once widespread in Europe and North Africa but are now only found in small pockets of the northern mountains, including the Middle Atlas and the Rif. Approximately 80% of the global population are found in Morocco, and 50% of them are living in Ifrane National Park.

The hardy macaques can tolerate the freezing winters and scorching summers, and live in large matriarchal groups of around 12 to 60. Their biggest challenges come from humans. Their natural habitat is increasingly under threat from logging and climate change, and while poaching has decreased thanks to the work of conservation groups, many young macaques are still trafficked as illegal pets every year, particularly to Europe. Groups closer to town are routinely fed by visitors, making them more susceptible to obesity, stress and disease.

Saleh Boudaoud can take you macaque tracking in a remote area of the park. In a small group (maximum five people), you’ll walk slowly and quietly around a 5km triangle of the forest until you spot a wild troop in their natural habitat – foraging for leaves, roots, fruits and insects, rather than begging for food by the side of the road – and follow them with binoculars and on foot, listening to their calls, screams and grunts.

After lunch, you will get closer to a more habituated troop and study their endlessly fascinating facial expressions and behaviour, from stress-busting grooming sessions to babysitting grandfathers and youngsters using the forest like a jungle gym.
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Atlas Parc Aventure

For a macaque’s-eye view of the forest, head to Atlas Parc Aventure (atlasparcaventure.com) to swing through the cedars on a zip line. And there are lots more fun challenges for all ages, including a rope course, swing bridges and tree climbing, built to international safety standards. There’s archery, a children’s playground and alfresco dining on offer too, with a menu of delicious Italian and Moroccan dishes. Troops of macaques often put in an appearance here – and not just for the best pizza in the Middle Atlas; they love clambering over the climbing frames, tightrope walking along the zip lines and then chilling in a hammock. It’s a 10-minute walk east of the Maison de la Cédraie and has a place to park.

Use this QR code to plan your adventure.
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Getting Around

Azrou centre is walkable but you’ll need wheels to get to the market, the cedar forest and Ain Leuh – the grand taxi rank is behind the mosque. CTM runs regular buses to Ifrane from its dedicated bus depot, as well as daily departures to most major cities, including Meknes, Fez, Casablanca and Marrakesh. Other companies leave from the gare routière (bus station).






Beyond Azrou


Beyond Azrou there are forest trails, foodie treats and outdoor adventures to discover, so slow down and enjoy the Middle Atlas.
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The Middle Atlas is an Amazigh heartland, with something for everyone. There are pretty villages where women weave desirable rugs that bear bold geometric tribal motifs, and weekly souqs where djellaba-wearing shepherds come to trade.

For foodies, its fertile valleys produce award-winning organic cheeses, black truffles, honey tasting of spring flowers and a wealth of fruit that gets turned into tangy jams.

And for nature lovers and thrill-seekers, summer means hiking, biking and running the trails that slip sinuously past lofty cedars, or wind around a series of stunning lakes, and in winter you can ski, snowboard and sled down the Middle Atlas slopes.
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TOP TIP

Hiring a car means that you’ll be able to discover the harder-to-reach places at your own pace.



The Weavers of Ain Leuh

Trendsetting tisseuses

The women weavers of the Cooperative Tisseuses de Ain Leuh have always been trendsetters. When the cooperative was established in 1979, it was one of the first to be officially recognised. Now their hanbel (flat-weave) rugs are considered some of the finest in the country.

Textiles are deeply rooted in Amazigh culture and every home begins with a weaving. In the past, when a couple got married they might have had nothing to furnish their home but there was always wool available to make a warm blanket or a shaggy rug.

Sheep get sheared in May, and the wool is taken to the river to wash before being dried and beaten to remove dust. Then it’s combed and carded before being spun into a thick yarn. The women dye the wool, adding sour grape juice to make it colourfast, and then it is washed again in soap and vinegar to ensure the colours won’t bleed.

They prepare the wooden loom using superfine wool to create the vertical warp, then mark the middle. Their designs aren’t on paper; like their weaving skills, they are passed down through the generations – perhaps the outline of the saw they use to chop logs or the footprints of a Barbary lion.

And for a large hand-knotted rug, you can find several women working at the same loom. Check out their items for sale, or commission them to create your perfect carpet.
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Artisan Project

Artisan Project was founded in 2011 by Palestinian-American textile designer Nina Mohammad-Galbert, who moved from California to Fez. It has worked with the Ain Leuh weavers for more than a decade, marrying age-old techniques with modern design to create fine hand-knotted wool rugs and bespoke blankets, as well as combining skills on a boucherouite (rag rug) project and the use of alternative natural dyes. And it’s as interested in the wellbeing of these often invisible women weavers as it is in collaborating on carpets, raising money to renovate the cooperative’s building and help with healthcare. These high-end products command high prices and you’ll find them in Artisan Project’s small studio in Fez, by appointment only (artisanproject@gmail.com).



THREE HIKES FROM AIN LEUH

Ouiouane Lake

This Ramsar site is a five-hour walk or 35-minute drive south of Ain Leuh.

Afenourir Lake

Four-hour hike via the volcanic lake and Ramsar site, with spectacular scenery and first-rate birdwatching.

Oum Er Rbia Springs

Three-day hike via Zaouia Ifrane and Ouiouane Lake, staying in mountain gîtes (huts) or wild camping.

Morocco’s Little Switzerland

ALPINE IFRANE

While foreign visitors flock to Marrakesh and Fez to immerse themselves in the hurly-burly of a medieval medina, Moroccan tourists love to visit the town of Ifrane.

With its high-altitude air, ersatz alpine architecture, manicured gardens and spotless streets, it’s difficult to imagine anywhere less Moroccan; instead, it feels like a little bit of Switzerland has landed in the Middle Atlas.

Built by the French in 1929 as a country retreat for influential expats, it was a favourite escape of King Hassan II during his reign. It still has an affluent European air – with French-style cafes and one of the country’s top universities, Al Akhawayn, attended by the young Moroccan elite – and everything is just that bit more expensive.

Its appeal for city dwellers is clear: surrounded by lakes and forests, visitors come year-round for the fresh mountain air, spring flowers and cold-water trout fishing, picnics by the lakeshore, hiking in the hills in summer and a thriving winter sports scene.

If you’re passing through, don’t miss Ifrane’s landmark stone lion, crouched in a park in front of the Hôtel Le Chamonix just south of the town centre. It is said to be have been carved by an Italian or German soldier during WWII to commemorate the last wild Barbary lion killed in the nearby forest.


The Barbary Lion

Ever wondered why Morocco’s national football team is dubbed the Atlas Lions? It’s in honour of the Barbary lion that used to prowl this region. Starring in the Roman Empire’s gory gladiatorial combats and given away by sultans as luxury gifts, these fearsome felines were finally hunted to extinction in the wild – it’s thought that the last lion was shot in Morocco in 1942. Around 100 of these genetically different big cats survive in zoos around the globe, including the king’s own ‘royal collection’ in Rabat. While selective breeding is increasing numbers and there’s talk of an ambitious rewilding project, it’s unlikely you’ll hear the lion’s roar away from the football pitch for a while.




HIGH ATLAS SKIING

If you want to hit the highest ski slopes in Africa, head to Oukaimeden in the Ourika Valley, which is 3200m at its highest point.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND IFRANE

Le Gîte Dayet Aoua

A delightfully rustic chalet-style house, set in expansive grounds at the far end of the lake. €€

Le Gîte du Barrage

This bijou family-run guesthouse is set in an idyllic location in Zaouia Ben Smin, 12km from Ifrane. €

Michlifen Resort & Golf

The most luxurious lodgings in the Middle Atlas – all golden wood, local stone and designer furnishings. €€€

Hit the Moroccan Slopes

MIDDLE ATLAS SKIING

While you might not usually put ‘skiing’ and ‘Morocco’ in the same sentence, about 19km from Ifrane and 26km from Azrou you’ll find the diminutive ski resort of Michlifen. If you don’t go expecting the Alps or Aspen, it can be lot of fun when the snow gods are kind, with skiing, snowboarding, snowshoeing, cross-country skiing and sledding on offer.

Ifrane holds the record for Africa’s lowest ever recorded temperature (-23.9C° in 1935) and the region gets snow for almost five months a year. The main ski months are from mid-December until around the end of March but some years the snow can last into mid-April.

The area is well maintained, with snow ploughs to keep the roads clear and two new ski lifts to drop you off on the easy and intermediate runs, hovering between 1880m and 2060m. Expect to share the slopes with Moroccans from as far afield as Casablanca if there have been heavy falls of snow. There’s another small ski station at Jebel Hebri, 11km to the southwest, with an intermediate-level run.

If you’re up for blowing the après-ski budget, book into Michlifen Resort & Golf (michlifen.com), a five-star retreat with an upscale alpine-chalet vibe, where you can get active hiking, cycling, golfing and horse riding, or just lounge around the indoor-outdoor pool and get pampered at the sumptuous spa.
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Dayet Aoua | Zakariyaa Allaoui/Shutterstock ©


Trail des Cèdres

Sitting at 1650m, Ifrane has long been a popular spot with Morocco’s professional long-distance runners for high-altitude training, and trail running is becoming increasingly popular in the region. Now in its 14th year, the Trail des Cèdres race weaves through the cedar forests in June, covering a distance of 84km, split into three stages – 36km, 26km and 22km. It’s limited to 500 participants; if you join them you’ll run across rock-strewn plateaus passing herds of goats, and there are ropes to help you get up some of the hills that the macaques take in their stride. In the evenings, mint tea, music and convivial dinners in a rug-lined Amazigh tent will spur you on for the next day.



WHERE TO EAT AROUND IFRANE

Foodie

Tired of tajines? This US-style diner serves up bumper burgers, popcorn chicken nuggets and hand-cut fries. €€

Café Restaurant La Paix

Popular with locals and visitors for its range of international dishes and good selection of patisserie. €€

Restaurant Les Truites

The clue’s in the name; this hotel restaurant in Immouzer El Kandar specialises in fresh local trout. €€€



DRIVING TOUR: DRIVING THE ROUTE OF LAKES
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On the northern edge of Ifrane National Park, three stunning lakes make for a scenic drive – or a mountain-bike circuit – winding for 60km through the countryside. If you don’t have a vehicle, you can hire a grand taxi for the day in Ifrane. Get out of the car to walk along the tranquil lake shores and soak up the scenery – although a recent lack of snow and rain means the lakes can often be dry by late spring. The route to the lakes is signposted off the N8, 17km north of 1 Ifrane. It starts with 2 Dayet Aoua, one of the most famous lakes in Morocco. Sitting at an altitude of 1460m, it covers around 140 sq km when the water level is high.

At weekends it’s a popular picnic destination for Moroccan families, who take to the water on pedalos; the rest of the time you will have it to yourself. Surrounded by woodlands, it’s an area rich in birdlife and attracts large numbers of wildfowl and waders, including the magnificent crested coot in spring, flamingos and cranes in winter, and green sandpipers, which in turn draw birds of prey, such as red kites. The reedbeds are home to cattle egrets and grey herons, while woodpeckers, tree creepers and nuthatches flit among the trees around the southeastern end of the lake.

Beyond Dayet Aoua, the P5016 loops east and connects to P7237; head south to  3 Dayet Ifrah, one of the largest lakes in the area, and on to the smaller 4 Dayet Hachlaf, a popular spot for local fishermen, perched at an altitude of 1530m and surrounded by evergreen holm oak forests. The P7237 joins the R707, from where you can head northwest and rejoin the N8.



A Feast of Fromage

TASTING THE MIDDLE ATLAS

Despite being home to hundreds of goats and sheep, Morocco isn’t renowned for its cheeses. But Domaine de la Pommeraie – an idyllic 10.5-hectare farm near Immouzer El Kandar – produces world-class fromage using age-old Amazigh techniques. And like a fine wine, it’s all about the terroir: the goats feast on fragrant herbs, alfalfa, wheat, beans and lentils, and those flavours transfer to the cheese.

Book in for a gourmet tasting session (at least 24 hours in advance, domainedelapommeraie.com) with Tarik Lechkar, the farm’s affable owner, and you’ll tour the aromatic garden, meet the goats – you can even try your hand at milking them – and sample a selection of seasonal organic cheeses.

Depending on the time of year, there can be as many as 15 cheeses on the menu. Perhaps fresh, white and creamy Jben du Douar, matured for only 48 hours; or 21-day-matured Berbere Cedre, delicious with the farm’s hand-pressed olive oil, and Kandri, as crumbly as Greek feta, with a more distinct goat’s cheese flavour.

The 25-day-matured Tomette Caprina is in the Camembert family, while Le Vert d’Atlas is similar to Roquefort but with a mould that turns it green rather than blue. And they’re all perfectly paired with just-baked bread from the wood-fired oven and plump olives.

Stay overnight in one of the three rustic rooms, complete with garden views and fireplaces, and you’ll wake to birdsong and a five-star breakfast, including omelette with black truffle (in season), Tarik’s honey (his bees live near Azrou) and, of course, creamy goat’s cheese.
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Domaine de la Pommeraie | SARAH GILBERT/LONELY PLANET ©


Down on the Farm

A stay at Domaine de la Pommeraie means tasting more of the Middle Atlas, as owner Tarik shares his passion for the region’s finest produce. Start the day with homemade jams – perhaps tangy lemon or bitter orange; barbecued trout and goat’s cheese tajine appear on the dinner menu, with vegetables from the organic garden. He’s successfully growing black truffles, and you can go hunting for the fragrant fungi when it’s in season with some canine help. He can also take you hiking through the hills to hidden caves used for cold storage, sharing some Amazigh lore en route. There’s saffron picking during the November harvest – or enjoy it in tea and a chicken and saffron tajine.




Getting Around

CTM buses run between Fez, Meknes, Azrou and Ifrane, and grands taxis congregate around the bus stations. To get to Ain Leuh, it’s best to have your own wheels, or share a grand taxi from Azrou, and you’ll need a car for the lake circuit.





SEFROU
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Appearances can be deceptive; the Amazigh market town of Sefrou predates Fez – Moulay Idriss II lived here while overseeing the building of his city, and it was a stop on the caravan routes carrying human cargo from Timbuktu to the Mediterranean.

For three days each June, it hosts the exuberant Cherry Festival. First held in 1920, Morocco’s longest-running town festival was recognised by Unesco in 2013. At its heart is the crowning of the Cherry Queen, with Moroccan women coming from far and wide to take part in the beauty pageant. Expect parades, tbouridas, celebratory ahidous music and dance, and countless juicy cherries.

The rest of the year, its compact medina feels lost in time. Wander the Haddadine where workshops reveal blacksmiths and plough-makers in action, and explore the fanadiq (inns) turned workshops. Then watch life go by from a cafe by the river.
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TOP TIP

Discover Sefrou’s artisans on an interactive tour with Culture Vultures, then stay in nearby Bhalil, Morocco’s troglodyte village.



Take a Tour with Culture Vultures

MEET SEFROU’S ARTISANS

On an artisan visit with Culture Vultures (culturevultures.ma) you’ll get to meet and – with the aid of your guide – talk to the artisans in their workshops, tucked along Sefrou medina’s twisting alleyways. The guides from this arts organisation, based in a Sefrou funduq (inn), prefer to see themselves as facilitators, helping you to connect with the artisans, with the conversation led by you.

The tour is organic; you’ll drop in on artisans – weavers, tailors, ironmongers, embroiderers – watch them work and chat about their work and their lives.

Perhaps it will include Hassan, who has been a tailor for 40 years. A handcrafted caftan takes seven days to make, but like many craftspeople who’ve been honing their skills for years, he’s facing stiff competition from cheaper, machine-made copies.

Or Abdel, who has been making tassels – perhaps to decorate the hood of a djellaba, curtains or tablecloths – and majdoul (a caftan belt) for 45 years. There are just four people in Sefrou practising this craft, and he’s taught two of them.

A repetitive clackety-clack echoes from behind the peeling wooden door of Youssef’s wardrobe-sized workshop, as he works the intricate network of threads on the ingenious loom that he built. While Mohammed sits cross-legged like a yogi all day as he chisels and carves the region’s traditional wooden ploughs.

The half-day tour starts with a visit to the Museum of Multiculturalism, which Culture Vultures’ Jess Stephens describes as ‘a micro museum with a macro message’. Sefrou illustrates the multiculturalism of Morocco, highlighting the contributions made by Romans, Jews, Arabs and Muslims.


I LIVE HERE: WHY I CHOSE SEFROU

Jess Stephens, artist and culture coordinator

Why Sefrou? Steeped in history. Big enough to get lost and make discoveries and small enough to see the edges. And what green edges: plains of olive groves, with the mountains as a backdrop. In the heart of the city, daily life is a makers’ marvel with ironmongers, tailors and soup kitchens. Sefrou provides enough stimulation to arouse curiosity, and its community takes visitors to its heart.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND SEFROU

Dar Kamal Chaoui

This delightful four-room guesthouse in Bhalil is artfully decorated and meals are sociable occasions. €€

Dar El Mandar

A farm-turned-bucolic boutique bolthole, with seven chic and contemporary rooms and a pool for lounging. €€€

Hôtel Sidi Ali Bousarrin

Just outside Sefrou, this budget-friendly hotel has simple rooms but striking views from the terrace. €

Troglodyte Life

GOING UNDERGROUND AT BHALIL

There is more to the peaceful and picturesque Amazigh village of Bhalil than meets the eye. Cave dwellings formed by the Atlantic Ocean and dating back to the 4th century punctuate the hillsides; they have served as shepherd’s huts for hundreds of years, but some of the town’s modern-day troglodytes have turned them into spacious stone-walled salons that keep out the scorching summer heat.

Latef Abdellaoui, a carpenter and artist, has turned his into a veritable Aladdin’s cave. His shop-cum-studio is piled floor-to-ceiling with flea-market finds – from a picture of Che Guevara to vintage 45s from Moroccan crooners – alongside his vibrant naive paintings on remnants of wood that tell a tale of local life.

Stroll around the narrow streets and you’ll spot Latef’s work on the walls, and local women clustered around their doorsteps, chatting while they sew the knotted thread buttons used for djellabas – one of the town’s cottage industries.

The best person to show you Bhalil’s hidden corners is community-minded Kamal Chaoui, whose eponymous guesthouse is filled with local art and ingenious reinventions of household objects, with dinners that are both communal and convivial.

He offers a range of authentic experiences, from walks around the neighbourhood to hikes into the hills to discover the flora and fauna; as well as further afield to Sefrou, 5km away, and Guigou’s Sunday market.


I LIVE HERE: EXPLORING GUIGOU MARKET
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Kamal Chaoui, professional guide and owner of Dar Kamal Chaoui

I love taking people to tourist-free Guigou, an authentic Amazigh souq around 60km south of Bhalil. On the way, there’s the chance to discover the ancestral method of making limestone, and to look at onion production, which is so important in this region – how they plant the onions, how they’re harvested and stored, how they choose the workers and how much people get paid. We arrive at Guigou early for the livestock souq, where we can watch men picking out the best sheep or selling handsome rams. There’s also a carpet souq with no middlemen – the carpets are made and sold by local women when they need the money.




Getting Around

Sefrou and Bhalil are made for exploring on foot. There are regular buses between the Ville Nouvelle in Fez and Sefrou, and from there you can take a shared grand taxi northwest to Bhalil, or southwest to Azrou via Immouzer El Kandar.





TAZEKKA NATIONAL PARK
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Towering cedars, canopies of evergreen holm oak, forests of fragrant thuja and gentle hills make the terrain of Tazzeka National Park a joy to hike through, yet it flies under the radar of most visitors to Morocco. Created in 1950 to protect some of North Africa’s most pristine forest, the small park has grown from a modest 6.8 sq km to 120 sq km.

It is home to around 600 species of flora, along with more than 30 species of mammals, many of which are rare and endemic, and 83 species of bird, including Bonelli’s eagle.

A circular road runs through the park for 78km, providing magnificent vistas and passing the Gouffre de Friouato, the lake bed of Dayet Chiker with its small farming villages and the waterfalls at Ras El Ma.
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TOP TIP

One of the park’s major draws, the Gouffre de Friouato cave system, was closed at the time of writing but there are other caves to explore, ideally with a qualified guide.



Underground, Overground

EXPLORE TAZEKKA’S CAVES AND TRAILS

Tazekka’s Gouffre de Friouato is said to be the deepest cavern in North Africa, and the cave system is probably the most extensive. First investigated in 1935, its full extent is still unknown – speleologists have explored to a depth of 300m and believe there are more chambers another 500m below.

Access is down more than 500 steep steps (with handrails) before you have to squeeze through a hole to start exploring a series of chambers filled with otherworldly stalactites and stalagmites, another 200 steps down.

While the Gouffre de Friouato is closed, other caves to discover include Bouslama, concealed by lofty holm oak; it’s easy to access, with a narrow entrance that widens into a cavern with a gin-clear lake and beautiful formations of stalactites, stalagmites and draperies – so-called because they resemble frozen and calcified curtains. Or Chaara, an underground river stretching for more than 7500m.

Above ground are hiking and mountain-biking trails of all levels among the park’s gorges and waterfalls. The 1.4km Le Liège is the shortest and easiest trail for hiking and biking, where you might bump into lizards, wild boar and hedgehogs. The park’s best-known trail is the 17km La Cedraie, climbing around 500m and passing through majestic cedar forests with sweeping views over the Rif and Middle Atlas.

Contact Taza native, speleologist and mountain guide Younes El Kassmi (facebook.com/Tazekkaparkclub), who can take you caving, canyoning, climbing and more.
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Tazekka’s Singular Wildlife

Tazekka National Park’s varied terrain gives refuge to a host of rare endemic mammals. One of the rarest is the Barbary stag, also known as the Atlas deer, the only deer native to Africa. Reintroduced into the park in 1994 with just eight individuals, they now number more than 70. And the omnivorous Barbary wild boar – the wild ancestor of domestic pigs – can be found in the park’s wooded areas, where it enjoys foraging for food. The Barbary sheep, or aoudad, native to North Africa’s rocky mountains, has also been reintroduced. Other mammals in the park include the Barbary squirrel, North African hedgehog, golden jackal, common otter and crested porcupine.




Getting Around

There are several access points to the park and, as there are no boundaries, you’re free to enter anywhere. There’s no public transport to the park, however, so without your own car, the only option is to hire a private grand taxi for the day from Taza – the nearest city to the park, around 90 minutes northeast of Fez – or from Fez.








SOUTHERN MOROCCO
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YEAR-ROUND HOLIDAY VIBES

With its sunny climate and 1200km of coastline, southern Morocco is the go-to place for those in search of an endless summer.
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In 2020 King Mohamed VI pledged 2 billion dirhams for tourism recovery post-COVID. Tripling that amount for the improvement and development of Agadir – the region’s hub – as a national and international tourist destination.

Consequently, southern Morocco is fast-developing, with new major roads, flight routes, multilingual tourism-friendly signs, luxury resorts and green spaces. Coastal tourism is booming; there’s no off-season on the south coast.

In winter, the Atlantic swell and sunshine bring a steady flow of surfers and international tourism. In summer, domestic travellers from Morocco’s northern cities flock south for their dose of Vitamin Sea.

While this abundant sunshine provides great conditions for citrus and fruit farms, and for exploring the mountain terrain and rural villages of the Anti-Atlas, there’s a flip side. Low rainfall and arid conditions are a daily challenge for some and one to keep in mind when travelling through this region.

Despite this modernisation, there’s an underlying sense of groundedness and slowness, perhaps stemming from the strong traditions and values of the communities that make this region unique. Step away from the beaches to discover artisans using centuries-old techniques, connect with rural Amazigh people in the mountains, explore argan forests and endemic wildlife, tune into the simplicity of a fisher’s flow, and immerse yourself in the expanse and peace of the desert and nomadic Saharawi people.
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THE MAIN AREAS

AGADIR

Beachfront coastal-city life.

TAGHAZOUT

Surf and fishing village meets luxury.

SIDI IFNI

Laid-back Spanish-infused coastal living.

DAKHLA

Desert, ocean and nature-lovers’ paradise.

ANTI-ATLAS

Mountain escapes and scenic trails.



Find Your Way

Southern Morocco makes up over a third of the country. With vast distances and a variety of experiences, we’ve picked places you can explore as a stand-alone hub, or combine to create your own version of the region.
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Plan Your Time

An endless coastline and slow ocean rhythms mean days flow easily on the region’s many beaches. Do a little planning and it’s easy to discover nearby mountain scenery, wildlife reserves, ancient sites and rural communities.
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Just for the Day

• Breakfast in front of the Atlantic Ocean, watching fishers bringing in their daily catch in Taghazout. If you want to try surfing, book a lesson with one of the area’s many surf schools. Or explore the village’s colourfully painted streets and enjoy the 5km beachfront promenade to Tamraght. Visit a fish market and have your fish seasoned and grilled on the BBQ for lunch. Afterwards, drive the coastal road to Agadir, explore Souq Al Had and take the cable car up to the old city for 360-degree city views and an epic sunset ocean panorama.




Take a Few Days

• After the previous day in Taghazout and Agadir, head inland to explore Amazigh villages, mountain paths and date-palm-filled Paradise Valley. Drive deeper into the countryside to the beautiful town of Taroudant, with peaks of the High Atlas beyond. Immerse yourself in ancient medina and riad living.

• The following day, drive through the heart of the region’s farmlands to the Souss-Massa National Park. Explore nature reserves with rare and endemic wildlife, and afterwards stop by Tifnit and Sidi R’bat – two charming fishing hamlets on the edge of coastal dunes.




A Week-Long Stay

• To get a deeper feel for the region, from the Souss-Massa National Park continue to Tiznit, an Amazigh market town best-known for its silver jewellery, before travelling along the scenic coastal road to Mirleft and Hispanic-infused Sidi Ifni.

• Feel the mountains calling? Head cross-country to Tafraoute and the mountainous Anti-Atlas region. Hike or climb Jebel Lkest, explore Aït Mansour gorge, marvel at rock engravings and retreat to a traditional Amazigh homestay. If you have longer, fly via Agadir airport to explore the lagoon and ocean beaches of Dakhla.



Seasonal Highlights

Summer in southern Morocco is hot. Thankfully, the coast benefits from a cooling breeze, so the beaches enjoy comfortably sunny days.

JANUARY

Amazigh New Year is 12 January – expect festivals and celebrations centred on traditional foods.
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FEBRUARY

The almond-blossom festival in Tafraoute is held when the trees are at their blossoming peak, usually late February.
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APRIL

Great for seeing a large variety of migratory birds in situ at Souss-Massa National Park.
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JULY

Timitar Festival brings Moroccan and international musicians and DJs to the streets and squares of Agadir.

[image: gettyimages-177271202-170667ajpg]

ZZZZ76/GETTY IMAGES ©

AUGUST

As the northern Moroccan cities empty for summer holidays, this is the south coast’s busiest season.
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OCTOBER

A kitesurfing world-tour event is hosted in Dakhla. Increasing Atlantic swell marks the beginning of the Taghazout surfing season.
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NOVEMBER

Visit now to witness festivals celebrating the harvest of saffron in Taliouine.
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AGADIR
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Agadir, with its grid-like downtown streets, residential suburbs and crescent-shaped beach, is the main city in the Souss-Massa region. It’s a popular tourist destination, with year-round sunshine, beaches, golf courses, nightlife and accommodation ranging from budget to luxury. The city was rebuilt after an earthquake destroyed large parts of it in 1960. Nowadays, former brutalist architecture is being blended with modern apartments and tree-lined avenues. Government funding has brought life to central neighbourhoods such as Talborjt. For a bird’s-eye view, take the cable car up to the old city. The city’s main beach is a drawcard, along with a beachfront promenade and marina. Shopping is spread across the city in traditional souqs and high-street and designer boutiques. Families and foodies are well catered for, as are golfers, and nature lovers will be thrilled by the Souss-Massa’s wildlife reserves.
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SIGHTS

1Agadir Marina

2Agadir Medina Polizzi

3Jardin Ibn Zaiton

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4Accrobranche Souss Park

5Agadir Bowling Lounge

6Crocroparc

7Parkids

SHOPPING

8Kasbat Souss

9Marché Municipal

10Souq Al Had




TOP TIP

The beaches in Agadir region come alive at sunset. It’s a lovely time of day to take a walk and connect with locals kicking a ball on the sand and playing in the ocean. The city goes quiet and most places close for weekly Friday prayers between 1pm and 3pm.
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Agadir Beach & Port Explorations

SANDY TOES AND SALTY AIR

The words written on the hill presiding over Agadir port and beach translate as ‘God, country, king’. The city’s main beach is busy year-round, especially so in summer months with domestic tourists visiting from the country’s northern cities. In winter, the beachfront resorts welcome European travellers escaping the cold, offering accommodation, dining, golf and spa packages. The 10km beachfront promenade is easily explored on foot, with plenty of cafe and ice cream stops along the way. If you prefer, Le Petit Train does a 45-minute sightseeing route along the front. Rental bikes and horse-carriage rides are also available. On the beach, sunloungers, camels and jet skis await.

The port itself is divided into three areas. With its shops, apartments, eateries and waterfront cafes, Agadir Marina is a picturesque spot from which to watch the world sail by. Speak to one of the boatmen on the jetty about taking a small boat cruise in the bay. The busy commercial port is home to container ships and a cruise terminal, while the large fishing port isn’t usually open for visitors – but if you’re really interested, it’s worth asking. At the time of writing, the original fish stalls at the port entrance were being replaced with a new fish market and restaurant building. Sardines are the bulk of the catch; the afternoon auction can be a lively and smelly affair!


Something Fishy

If you’re into the ‘fish factor’, a short drive to Anza may be of interest. This small northern suburb of Agadir is home to a popular beach, surf spot and fish-canning factories. Sardines are a big catch in this part of the country. The local way to enjoy them is fresh off the boat onto a charcoal grill, seasoned with olive oil, salt and lemon. Sometimes the fish meat is rolled into meatballs (kefta) and served as a sandwich. Find them in cafes around the port and in Anza. Eat with your fingers like a local – it helps to feel and pick out the bones.



RIAD SLEEPS IN AGADIR

Riad Villa Blanche

Small luxury boutique hotel with 28 elegant rooms, spa and fine dining. €€€

Riad les Chtis d’Agadir

With its city location and eclectic mix of colourful rooms, this riad is a characterful standout. €

Riad l’Etoile d’Agadir

Pretty, light-filled riad with great location in Talborjt. Rooftop pool. No kids under 12 years. €€

Souqs, Kasbahs & Hidden Boutiques

SHOP TILL YOU DROP

Agadir is home to many gifted artisans who have inherited traditional craft skills from previous generations. Wood-carved furniture, ceramics, woven goods and ornate Berber jewellery can be found in the city’s souqs. Keep an eye out for a new wave of independent boutiques too.

Located on Blvd Abderrahim Bouabid, Souq Al Had is the best-known of the city’s souqs and the largest, with 12 gates and something like 6000 stalls. Take note of your entry gate if you want to exit the same way. The Sunday Souq, as its name translates, is mostly undercover, packed to the rafters with everything from djellabas (hooded cloaks) to lanterns to mobile phones, and tasty street-food stands. The souq, closed on Mondays, is busiest in the afternoons and weekends. It’s a fun place to shop, haggle and mingle with locals.

If you prefer to shop in smaller markets, the Marché Municipal, with its brutalist architecture, is marginally prettier inside than outside. It has a selection of stalls selling specialist foods and souq titbits and is one of the few places at which you can buy fresh flowers in the city.

In Bensergao, Kasbat Souss is a nice-sized artisanal souq offering a relaxed shopping and meet-the-makers experience with well-laid-out boutiques selling throws, rattan baskets, candles, glassware and jewellery. The on-site potters and weavers proudly demonstrate the making of their products, and take custom orders too. Nearby Agadir Medina Polizzi, a replica of the city’s original kasbah, is easy to explore, with a few boutiques and potential for much more.

If you prefer fixed prices, high-street shops are also an option. The Agadir Marina is a go-to place for retail therapy and modern-life essentials. And luxury-designer boutiques, such as Nola and L’Echappée Belle, have moved into the trendy Talborjt quartier.
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I LIVE HERE: CITY EATS
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Shiraz Ksaiba, mum of three and co-founder of Amayour Surf & Yoga, shares the breadth of Agadir’s international cuisine and offers recommendations for lunch with or without your children. amayoursurf.com, instagram.com/amayoursurf

Habak Korean

Delicious Korean street food, ramen noodles and daily specials cooked fresh to order. No-fuss restaurant, friendly staff. €

Agadir Medina Coco Polizzi

Tajines are a pleasant surprise at the terrace restaurant with dining alfresco, overlooking a well-maintained kids playground. €€

Dar Chouaya

Great steak and simple grill house near Souq Al Had, with a tajine house next door. €

Little Italy

Homemade pasta with great wines. Great for a lunch date. €€



WHERE TO GRAB A COFFEE IN AGADIR

Caramel

Where stylish locals meet for a coffee before work, or for brunch on a weekend. €€

Patisserie Tafernout

Tuck into a delicious selection of French-style pastries and handmade biscuits with your fresh coffee. €

Friends Eatery & Coffee House

A friendly cafe, offering a selection of coffee blends and brewing techniques. €

On Safari in the Souss-Massa

WILDLIFE, WILDERNESS AND RARE BIRDS

Many will be pleasantly surprised to stumble across the beautiful landscapes, animal sightings and conservation initiatives offered in the Souss-Massa National Park. Created in 1991, the park’s 330 sq km of protected land comprise three separate nature reserves intended to protect this prime feeding ground for migratory birds, provide space for rare endemic species and preserve a taste of the African savannah.

Just 15km south of Agadir, the closest reserve to the city is Rokein. Its rolling hills, dotted with eucalyptus and argan trees, are home to addax, dorcas gazelle and ostriches. This reserve can be enjoyed in a car with a guide (mandatory); there are shaded viewpoints to check for wildlife and take in the surrounding scenery.

Further south, towards Tifnit, is the Arrouais reserve. From Rokein, it’s a short drive through fruit farms and rural villages to the park entrance. The main attraction is oryx, boasting plentiful numbers of this striking antelope. Wind your way through the reserve to the dunes at Tifnit, a quaint fishing village with a handful of beach houses and bucket loads of charm. With a 4WD, it’s possible to continue along the coastal dunes to the coves and fishing houses of Douira and Sidi R’bat, home to a wide stretch of wild beach, with dunes and two beachfront hotels.

The third reserve, Massa, is easily accessed from Sidi R’bat. Follow the footpath parallel to the Massa River, which teems with bird species, both migratory and resident. There are viewpoints to check for flamingos, cormorants, herons and colourful ducks. Along this coastline, during daylight hours, it’s sometimes possible to see the rare and weird-looking bald ibis. Around 600 are believed to be in the reserve area. In the early morning and evenings, they’re harder to spot as they move away from the coastline.

Something for Families

PLAY FOR BIG AND LITTLE KIDS

Moroccans are super-welcoming of children. The Agadir area lends itself to child-like adventures, with the magic of its souqs and its cable-car ride to the ancient kasbah, not to mention its sandy beaches, waves, camel rides, and the sights, smells and sounds of a new culture. Here are some other family experiences to enjoy around the city.

Crocroparc is a crocodile- and reptile-lover’s paradise. Its botanical gardens are home to different species, including the Nile crocodile. There’s also an Escape Game challenge: work through this Moroccan journey as a team to find clues, crack codes and riddles, and escape the room against the clock.

Explore Agadir beachfront promenade on the child-friendly Petit Train. This open-sided tourist train is a great way to get your bearings and observe beach life in slow motion. The 40-minute tours start at 9.15am. Tickets are sold at the white kiosk on Blvd 20 Août near Jardins des Oiseaux.

For playgrounds, Jardin Ibn Zaiton (free) and the Agadir Medina Polizzi have good-sized children’s play areas. The latter has a restaurant overlooking the play area, at which parents can sit and relax.

Tree climbers may enjoy the Accrobranche Souss Park. Call ahead to book one of its climbing courses (different levels for age/experience groups). Thrill-seekers may prefer the Agadir Karting track.

Domaine Villate Limoune offers day access to its zoo, with 250 wildlife species, and on the same site, Monkey Beach is its beach club and restaurant and has a large swimming pool.

On a rainy afternoon, little kids (0-12 years) may enjoy Parkids, an indoor playground filled with slides, trampolines and ball pits, whereas big kids and their parents may prefer the ten-pin bowling alley at retro Agadir Bowling Lounge.


Getting Around

From Agadir airport to the city is a fixed price of 200Dh in a taxi. Pick one up as you exit the Arrivals Hall. Some taxis don’t have rear seatbelts or car seats for children; it’s best to order ahead if necessary. New footpaths and bike paths have been added, making this city more user-friendly. National buses – CTM and Supratours – come to/from the city’s gare routière (bus station). There’s a taxi stand out front, and tickets can be bought online in advance. Regional buses are operated by Alsa; you will need cash to buy tickets on board. Orange petits taxis are a great way to get around the city. Hail one off the street, or at a taxi rank. These taxis are only allowed to drive in the city centre. To go further, take a white grand taxi; share it with others or pay extra for private hire. For those self-driving, parking in the city is easy and usually free.




How to Visit the Souss-Massa

For Rokein and Arrouais, it’s possible to self-drive, but you need a park ranger or associated guide to enter. Park rules state that visitors must stay on the route and mustn’t disturb wildlife or throw rubbish. Also, there’s an option to book a guide with a 4WD. For Massa, you can explore on foot with or without a guide. Visit Amazigh Immersion (amazigh-immersion.com) for guides; alternatively, for Massa reserve, local guide Lahcen can be booked via La Dune hotel, Sidi R’bat.





WALKING TOUR: TALBORJT ON FOOT
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Funds from the Agadir 2020–2024 Urban Development Program can already be enjoyed in the form of improved roads, leafy gardens, public conveniences and cultural centres. Nowadays, central ‘quartiers’, like Talborjt, are easily explored on foot. Get a feel for this upcoming neighbourhood with this half-day walking tour. Start from 1 Lebanon Mosque with its majestic minaret and charming architecture. Cross over Ave des FAR to 2 Jardin de Olhão, which has pretty gardens with tropical plants, water features and interesting architecture. Pass the Institut Français and turn left onto Ave du Prince Moulay Abdallah. Near the post office, take a moment to reflect by the 3 Mur de Souvenir (Wall of Remembrance); these Arabic-script engravings are dedicated to the victims of the 1960s earthquake, and are a reminder to citizens to accept destiny without getting discouraged. Duck into the charming 4 Librairie Al Mouggar Livres for an interesting selection of books on Moroccan art and culture. Continue to 5 Jardin Ibn Zaidoun, closed Mondays, with 1.6 hectares of gardens, shaded seating, a playground, fountains and eucalyptus trees. No dogs or bikes allowed.

At the time of writing, nearby Rue de la Foire was under renovation, opening soon as a tree-lined avenue with cafes and patisseries such as 6 Cafe Tafernout, one of Agadir’s finest. From here, it’s a brisk 20-minute walk along Ave Hassan II, or a five-minute orange petit taxi ride, to the 7 cable-car station. This will take you up to the original 8 Kasbah Agadir Oufella and the site of the old city, offering 360-degree views over Agadir and beyond from the top. Travel up with time to return as the sun sets.






Beyond Agadir
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Feast your senses in an ancient medina city, with surrounding citrus valleys, mountain plateaus and archaeological sites.


As one of the oldest cities in Morocco, Taroudant offers a bite-sized version of the historic charm that draws so many to Marrakesh. This is a city to savour. Rather than rush around seeing sights, meander in the medina, potter around in the souqs, visit the working tannery or pause for tea.

Taroudant is the region’s top citrus producer. Nearby fruit farms are an amazing sight given scarce rainfall in the area, as is the Claudio Bravo Palace, a real showstopper for art enthusiasts.

The city makes an excellent base for trekking, with day trips to Afensou, Tamaloukte, Cedrats Valley, Tioute Palmeraie and Igiliz archaeological site all possible.
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TOP TIP

If fine dining is important, book your accommodation with in-house dining. Most of the hotels offer set menus. There are not many dining options in the city, except street food and local cafes.



Medina Meanders & Art Inspiration

EXPLORING TAROUDANT BY FOOT OR WHEELS

Taroudant has 7km of pink walls and a maze of alleyways. Constructed by the Saadians in the 16th century, only Taroudant’s medina ramparts are still intact. The ramparts are among the best-preserved rammed-earth walls in Morocco, with nine gates and 130 towers. They’re easily explored on foot (two hours), preferably in the late afternoon. Alternatively, take a bike or calèche (horse-drawn carriage) and see the walls at sunset. Bike and carriage tours last an hour.

Inside the medina, Souq Arabe (the grand souq) and Souq Berbère are small and easy to navigate, selling the usual souq produce and some hidden gems. Place Assarag is a central meeting point, with ATMs, cafes, juice bars and seating under trees.

Outside the medina, Complexe el Kasbah, close to the original Kasbah and Tourism Information bureau, has garden tables for shaded outdoor eating. At the renovated Tannery Dar Al Dabbagh (Bab Targhount) find a guide at the entrance. The guide will walk you through how animal skins are turned into usable materials via laborious natural methods. There’s an option to purchase or make a donation at the end.

Claudio Bravo Palace, 13km north of Taroudant, offers spectacular immersion into Chilean artist Claudio Bravo’s life. The celebrated hyperrealist painter came to Morocco in 1972, and built his dream home here. Since his death, 72 hectares of land, including his home and art studio, have become a hotel, museum, gardens and a mausoleum open to visitors who book a guided tour in advance. Book with lunch to enjoy the peacefulness and mountain setting.
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I LIVE HERE: WHO’S WHO IN THE SOUQ

Zahia Belli is co-owner of Dar Zahia, a boutique riad in Taroudant. She shares her shopping tips for the city. darzahia-taroudant.com, instagram.com/darzahia

Galerie Lichir

Lichir is the go-to antique dealer for fashionistas, presidents and royalty. His shop in the grand souq #61 makes for a fascinating visit.

Mohamed Mouyel

In the grand souq, Entrée Assarag #221, Mohamed stocks interesting artisan crafts and spices, including a beautiful range of lemon-tree-wood spoons.

Abderhamane’s

On the road to Agadir, near Afriquia, this place stocks Tamegroute green ceramics, sculptures, quartz and fossils. Fair prices.

Sunday Souq

If you’re in the area on a Sunday, visit this rural market selling fruits and vegetables. Lively and colourful!



RIAD RETREATS WITH IN-HOUSE DINING IN TAROUDANT

Dar Tourkia

Peaceful riad with pool and pretty gardens built into part of the city’s original walls. €€

Dar Zahia

Calm, leafy, cosy and cool haven to retreat to in the heart of the medina. €€

Palais Oumensour

Elegant and affordable luxury. Pool, spa and terraces for relaxation. Professional service and exquisite dining. €€

Plateaus, Peaks & Palmeraies

LET’S GO EXPLORING

Sandwiched between the High Atlas to the north, and the Anti-Atlas to the south, Taroudant is well positioned for day hikes or longer mountain adventures.

Tioute Palmeraie, 37km southeast of Taroudant, is a popular day trip. Originally known as Tioute Oasis – the oasis dried up a few years ago – it’s now a palmeraie, home to palm groves and a few shaded cafes offering tajines. Walk through the farms and up to the kasbah to take in the views. Local walking guide Abdallah Mamane (0672185624) brings the palmeraie to life.

Other excursions include driving north from Taroudant into the High Atlas to rural villages such as Tamaloukte and Affensou, which are perfect for day hiking and cosy tea moments with villagers. For longer treks, Tichka, a remote plateau with Amendach peak (3335m), is possible with wild camping in the mountains.

Located 38km south of Taroudant, La Vallée des Cedrats is named after the cedrat fruit (like a giant lemon). The walk from Tamsguinsift to Asadds, through the canyon with cedrat growing on its riverbanks, takes 1½ hours each way.

For archaeology enthusiasts, Igiliz, 70km from Taroudant, is breathtaking. This 12th-century medieval settlement was rediscovered in 2004 and has since been the focus of an ambitious restoration programme. Igiliz played a significant part in Moroccan history, as a fortress, retreat, place of pilgrimage and now a pioneering field school in Islamic archaeology. This area, the Arghen Valley, is rich in culture and history, and offers quiet hiking trails and simple homestay experiences.

The best-known scenic drive in this area is the Tizi n’Test pass route to Marrakesh.
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BEST RURAL STAYS AROUND TAROUDANT

Gite Talbourine Toughmart

Book this homestay, close to Igiliz, a week in advance by confirming with the owner Khadija on 0674915203. €

Gite Mentaga

A simple and traditional mountain home with stunning views. It’s open to overnight and day guests. Book in for a tea and tajine while exploring the nearby mountain villages, or for a relaxing stay. €

Claudio Bravo Palace

For a palatial country-retreat experience, this rural paradise oozes charm, tranquillity and artistic flair. €€€




Getting Around

You can explore the region easily with a rental car, or with private and shared taxis.





TAGHAZOUT
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The word on the sandy streets is that Taghazout has become fancy these days. Kind of true. A surge in hotels – seven luxury resorts have opened in Taghazout Bay since 2021 – has seen a slew of new cocktail bars, concept stores and barista-style cafes arriving to service travellers’ taste buds.

Yet in spite of the luxury touches, this sleepy fishing village, with its fleet of traditional blue and white wooden boats, has retained its community spirit and charm. A maze of alleyways lead to a sandy beach and cafe-lined promenade. The square is where locals meet, with food stalls for those harking after a simple mint tea and tajine.

The area is geared towards surfing tourism. This vibe is contagious, and many people travel to Taghazout and its surrounding villages – Tamraght and Aourir – to slip into the surfer’s way of life, where days simply flow with the tides.
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SIGHTS

1Arganeraie Biosphere

2Taghazout Skatepark

3Targant

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4Amouage Taghazout

5Anchor Point

6Banana Point

7Beautiful Massage Ait Bihi

8Devil’s Rock

9Kalananda Tamraght

10La Petite Palmeraie Tamraght

11Mysteries

12Surf Berbere

13Surf Lovers Morocco

14Tamazirt by Amayour

15Tamraght Spa House

SHOPPING

16Bab Taghazout




TOP TIP

If you’re staying in an all-inclusive hotel or as part of a surf package, take time out to explore on your own. Taxis and local buses are inexpensive, and footpaths make it easy and safe to get around on foot or by bike. Local YouTubers MorAcro have local insights on their channel.



Surf Swell is Coming

GO WITH THE FLOW

Whether you’re catching your first wave in the white water, or paddling alongside pro surfers chasing an Atlantic swell, the Taghazout region has something for all surfing levels. Streets are lined with rental shops, wetsuits and retro Mercedes taxis stacked with surfboards. The air is scented with salt, sun cream and surf wax.

The main surf season runs from October to April, when the winter swell brings consistent waves. In summer, May to September, smaller, warmer waves are perfect for beginners and mellow longboarders.

Easily accessible surf breaks range from the wide and sandy-bottomed beach breaks of Taghazout Bay, which are perfect for beginners, to the reef and point breaks at Banana Point, Mysteries and Devil’s Rock, which are ideal for intermediate and advanced surfers. A showstopper wave at Anchor Point hosts the World Surf League, usually in February, as well as Africa’s first-ever surf expo in 2022 and other events that have projected Morocco onto the global surfing stage.

This boom in surf tourism is matched by a surge in accommodation, surf schools and other offerings. Plentiful surf camps offer competitively priced week-long full-board packages in a group environment. In the area for longer? The Regragui brothers are a family of professional surfers and coaches at Surf Lovers Morocco, who offer surf progression, guiding and trips sharing their secret spots.

With the surf, comes yoga. For after-surf stretching, balance practice or to bring some yin to your yang, yoga classes are offered in studios and on sunny roof terraces. It’s a popular area for yoga retreats, with week-long offerings on the coast and in nearby mountain villages overlooking Taghazout.
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Surf shop | Salvador Aznar/Shutterstock ©


BEST YOGA STUDIOS

Surf Berbere

For sunset yoga with an ocean soundtrack, drop in for a class on the beautiful sun-drenched rooftop terrace.

Amouage Taghazout

Stunning indoor yoga studio overlooking the ocean. Underfloor heating for winter and sunny in summer. Quality teachers, studio space and materials.

Kalananda Tamraght

Wooden shala (yoga studio) set within gardens. Variety of yoga classes, trainings and workshops offered, alongside Ayurvedic consultations and permaculture courses.

Tamazirt by Amayour

An award-winning mountain retreat with a pretty yoga shala offering stunning 360-degree mountain views.



HAMMAMS & MASSAGES

Tamraght Spa House

This deluxe spa house offers traditional Moroccan spa rituals for both men and women.

Beautiful Massage Ait Bihi

Offers transportation from Taghazout to its simple spa in Ait Bihi for hammam and massage experiences.

La Petite Palmeraie Tamraght

Female-only day spa in upper Tamraght. Offers hammam rituals, massages and facials.



WALKING TOUR: STROLLING TAGHAZOUT & TAMRAGHT

[image: jpg]

Experience the breadth and depth of the Taghazout Bay area on foot. Starting from Taghazout’s 1 waterfront, watch the daily catch coming in to the fish market. Continue south to the 2 beachfront promenade. This 5km paved path links Taghazout and Tamraght, with several luxury beachfront hotels on one side and a long sandy beach on the other. Camels and horses are available should you prefer. The pretty promenade is lined with trees, and there are toilets, seating and outdoor gym facilities. 3 Tawenza Square is a space often used for pop-up events, and behind it is a skatepark.

Once you arrive in Tamraght, look out for 4 Devil’s Rock; climb the colourful steps to the top of this rocky outcrop, which juts into the ocean. Tamraght has surf schools, fish and seafood restaurants, and cafes overlooking the sea offering all-day breakfast, crepes and ice-cream sundaes. Have a swim at one of the area’s sandy beaches, before continuing your walk.

The footpath ends here, but you can follow the shoreline to 5 Banana Point to watch surfers from above and take in the bird’s-eye view of Aourir, home to banana farms and a super-sweet miniature banana variety. Follow the road inland, past the cemetery, and cross over the main road. Follow this sandy road uphill and around to the left. Pass the local school, a traditional patisserie, Hey Yallah (a modern barista cafe), a community bread oven and the village’s souq. After the mosque, the road descends into the heart of the village, with more cafes and concept stores, and its main sandy street, 6 Rue de la Mosquée. This street is ironically nicknamed the Champs-Élysées and offers the majority of the village’s facilities.



Back on Dry Land

NO WAVES, NO WORRIES

While Taghazout used to mainly appeal to surfers, the tourism offerings have diversified in recent years and include the following experiences.

No breakfast table is complete without the local speciality amlou, a nut butter – one of its main components, argan oil, being a regional superstar. The oil – used for both culinary and cosmetic purposes – is extracted from a sacred nut kernel that grows inside the fruit of the argan tree, endemic to this area. Look out for this hardy, thorny and slow-growing tree dotting the surrounding countryside. Taghazout is part of the 2.5-million-hectare Arganeraie Biosphere ecosystem established by Unesco. If you’re lucky, sometimes tree-climbing goats can be seen high up in the branches of the argan trees, munching on leaves.

The world’s first argan museum, Targant in Taghazout Bay, is worth a visit if you’re interested in learning about all things argan. The museum includes an interactive educational tour, bringing the argan tree and its significance to life. Tasting, cooking workshops and experiencing the process of making argan oil are offered, as is the option to purchase argan products in the museum shop.

Close to Targant is the Taghazout skatepark. With an epic location, high up overlooking the bay, it’s the perfect place to watch the sunset and the local skating community practising tricks.

The area offers some interesting craft shops, with individual creatives lining the streets in Tamraght and Taghazout. Bab Taghazout, an artisan complex in Aourir, is a nice place from which to pick up unique locally made gifts such as Amazigh-inspired jewellery, rattan products and ceramics. For friendly rural fruit and veg souqs, head to Tamraght on Tuesdays and Alma or Aourir on Wednesdays.


Community Street Dogs

The beaches and streets of Taghazout and surrounding villages are home to many street dogs. They are part of the community, often fed and loved by locals. Those with tags have been sterilised and vaccinated. Moroccan Animal Aid (moroccoanimalaid.com) is one of the area’s nonprofit organisations offering rehabilitation, 24/7 emergency care, a neutering programme, fostering services and more. If you see any animals suffering during your stay, or want to learn more about the nonprofit’s work and get involved, see the website.

Use this QR code to find out more.
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Getting Around

The number 32 bus runs regular services between Agadir and Taghazout, making stops in Aourir, Tamraght and Taghazout. Local taxis are inexpensive. Car rental can be organised in the village. For longer rentals, check prices for pick-up and drop-off at the airport on your arrival. Bikes can be rented in the villages, and electric bikes from the main road in Aourir. There is also Souk to Surf, which offers a shuttle service in the area.






Beyond Taghazout
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Immerse yourself deeper in the region, winding your way inland to valleys and mountains, or north for a scenic coastal drive.


When you’re ready to leave your sunlounger or surfboard, the Atlas Mountains and a stunning coastal drive north awaits.

Travel inland to Paradise Valley, home to hiking and date-palm-filled valleys. Further inland, Imouzzer des Ida Outanane offers alpine scenery and – subject to rain – a waterfall. Consider booking a tour guide to hike deeper into this mountainous region and connect with its unique nature and fascinating culture.

If coastal road trips are more your thing, the drive to Imsouane offers stunning ocean views, quiet coves, the wild beaches of Tamri and sand dunes at Le Petit Desert. Imsouane has recently exploded into a popular surfer’s paradise with its sweeping bay location and super long wave.
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Paradise Valley | Konstantin Kopachinsky/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

It’s worth remembering that in winter the mountains are much cooler than the coast. And in summer, it’s the opposite: inland it gets very hot. Pack layers.





DRIVING TOUR: OCEAN, DUNES & SWEEPING BAYS
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Drive north from Taghazout through scenic fishing communities, rural towns and holiday villages. The first village is 1 Imi Ouaddar, home to Paradis Plage resort, a long beach, a fantastic fish market and beachfront restaurants. Continue past the colourful houses in the villages of Aghroud and Desert Point, various surf spots and argan-filled scenery until you reach Tamri.

Stop just before 2 Tamri village for a fantastic view over its wild beach. For surfers this is a great place to check the waves. For nature lovers Tamri’s rivermouth is a protected area, attracting a large number of birds. The village itself provides local services, and even its own variety of banana.

Around 20km after Tamri, keep an eye out for a sign to the 3 Timlalin Dunes, also known as Le Petit Desert. Here you can park your car and burn some energy running up and down giant dunes and admiring the panoramic views. Some people sandboard down the dunes. It’s a stunning landscape where the desert meets the Atlantic.

From the dunes it’s a further 30km to  4 Imsouane, a fishing village that’s become a surfer magnet. The village has two fantastic surf spots, both accessible on foot from the village centre. The main attraction is Magic Bay, a long sweeping bay with a sandy beach, perfect for sunbathing, swimming and surfing. The increase in surf tourism has led to a surge in boutique hotels, cafes, surf schools and rental shops. Save some daylight for the drive back: the drive is stunning with the sun setting over the ocean.

If you want to do this drive with a surf school, Surf Therapy Morocco (surf-therapy-morocco.com) offers day trips, including transport, sandboarding and surf tuition.



Clear Mountain Air & Valley Views

CONNECT TO THE EARTH INLAND

The Atlas Mountains are just 30km from the coast. The scenic drive on the P1001 from Aourir to Paradise Valley winds its way through rural villages, palm trees and rugged escarpments. Small local producers sell honey, argan and amlou along the route. Side note: if you’re interested in honey, Inzerki Apiary is reported to be the largest apiary in the world and can be visited while in this region.

Paradise Valley gets busy, so if peacefulness is your priority, arrive early to enjoy a hike just after sunrise, when there’s more birdsong and fewer crowds. However, even when it’s busy, it’s still possible to enjoy the hiking trails, striking scenery and the earthy terrain. The valley’s natural beauty may suffer if there’s been no rain and the main oasis is dry – scarce rain is a reality of life in this region.

If you continue driving inland on the P1001 from Paradise Valley, you’ll leave the palm groves and valley behind as you take the road up into the mountains. As you approach the town of Imouzzer des Ida Outanane, the scenery changes to alpine-esque with tall pine trees, bushy olive trees and, in season, spring flowers. Park at Hotel des Cascades, put your lunch order in and either walk or drive the 4km to the rock pool and a view of Bride’s Veil waterfall, returning for lunch on the hotel’s scenic terrace. Although the falls are only intermittently running these days, it’s still a beautiful area.

There are a number of small hotels along the P1001 route offering pools, views, restaurants and simple en suite rooms. Amazigh Hike and Yoga offers half-day or longer treks in the region.
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Imsouane | TommasoPardini/Shutterstock ©


WHY I LOVE TAGHAZOUT BAY

Sally Kirby, writer

I love that I can buy warm bread at a traditional community bread oven, and dip it in locally produced argan oil, honey or amlou. And, just down the road, a French-style patisserie sells fresh buttery croissants, pain au chocolat and indulgent crepes. Fish can be bought in local fish markets, seasoned, grilled and eaten overlooking the ocean. Or, when an occasion arises, we get dressed up and book into elegant Morimoto for sushi platters and cocktails! I love how surfing days flow in sync with the tides, and there’s no pressure to do anything fast. I love that the spirit of Taghazout Bay encourages you to live your best life.



SURF SCHOOLS IN THE TAGHAZOUT BAY AREA

Dihya

A female-run surf school offering private or group surf lessons, and ladies-only surf and yoga retreat weeks.

Surf Maroc

One of the originals and still offering a high-quality surf school, guiding and rentals.

Shaka Surf

Keeping it small and simple is Shaka’s mission. Small groups mean personalised tuition.



SIDI IFNI
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When you’re ready to escape the crowds, a quieter southern Atlantic coastline with wild beaches and windswept coastline awaits. After Tiznit, it’s possible to follow the scenic coastal road from Aglou to Mirleft, Sidi Ifni and beyond. It’s an empty ocean road with cliffs and rolling waves on one side and cacti-filled hills on the other. Things happen slowly in this region, and with less development and tourism comes a feeling of more space and time.

Sidi Ifni, the area’s administrative city, has a fishing port and provides a hub for public services and a holiday home for visiting camper vans and campers. Its menus are Spanish-infused and its architecture a mix of art deco and Moroccan. Nearby Mirleft, a relaxed fishing town, offers quiet waves for surfers in the winter, a friendly scene for paragliders and, in summer, a variety of coves and beach houses for the influx of sand lovers.
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Road near Sidi Ifni | Sally Kirby/lonely planet ©
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SIGHTS

1Cine Avenida

2Jardin Alhourya

3Place Hassan II

4Twist Club

SLEEPING

5Hôtel Suerte Loca

6Ifni Surf

7Logis La Marine

EATING

8Marché Municipal

9Nomad

see 5Suerte Loca




TOP TIP

Watch Sidi Ifni’s promenade come alive with people as the sun sets on the horizon. In Mirleft, drive up to the castle ruins to see the golden hour wash over the town. Time your visit to Plage de Legzira with the sun settling into its natural rock arch for the night.



Squares, Art Deco Style & Spanish Surprises

DISCOVER HIDDEN TREASURES

Some refer to Sidi Ifni as the ‘Atlantic Gateway to the Sahara’. This easy-going city, with its large fishing port, is most often visited en route to the Sahara, or as an escape from busier parts of the Atlantic coast.

Ifni, while quiet, is full of surprises. Spain only ceded Sidi Ifni back to Morocco in 1969, and this Iberian influence can be seen in its white and blue buildings, street signs and menus. Nowadays, expect lots of camper vans, and a large presence of government officials because, as well as being a hub for travellers, it’s a key administrative city for the south.

The city is compact and easily explored on foot. The central beach and oceanside promenade make for a pleasant stroll, as does the area around Place Hassan II, which features standout buildings such as the law court and former palace. Encounter laid-back locals sipping coffee in streetside cafes as you near the Marché Municipal, keeping an eye out for the art deco quirkiness of the Twist Club and Cine Avenida along the way. Wind your way up and down Ifni’s hilly residential streets, join kids playing ball, and when you need to, take some shade in Jardin Alhourya park.

Siesta times mean some places are closed in the afternoons. This is a nice excuse to escape the city and get some fresh air at Plage de Legzira. This beautiful stretch of sand has a handful of cafes, a surf school and steep ochre-coloured cliffs. After the collapse of one natural rock arch, just one highly photogenic arch remains intact, turning a deep red at sunset.
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Town hall, Sidi Ifni | CORNFIELD/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST SIDI IFNI SEAFOOD DINING EXPERIENCES

Suerte Loca

Warmth, colourful interiors and ambience. Reasonably priced Moroccan-Spanish menu. Great location. Live music. €€

Nomad

Delicious fish options, a seafood-heavy paella and tempting dessert menu offered in an atmospheric Moorish decor. €€

Marché Municipal

Buy a fresh fish and have it taken to a restaurant next door, where it’ll be seasoned, grilled and served to you. €



WHERE TO STAY IN SIDI IFNI

Hôtel Suerte Loca

Great location, near to beach and local restaurants. Quirky, colourful Moorish tiled interiors. Simple rooms. €

Logis La Marine

Guesthouse on the oceanfront. Some rooms have fabulous ocean views. Friendly staff. Nice chill areas. €€

Ifni Surf

Hostel-style accommodation. Clean, friendly vibe. Specialising in surf packages and Sahara surf tours. €



DRIVING TOUR: EXPLORING MIRLEFT’S COASTLINE

[image: jpg]

Mirleft is spread over a rugged stretch of coastline. The town centre itself is compact and easily explored on foot, but to access its hidden coves and clifftop walkways, it’s best to hit the road in your own vehicle.

Start your tour at 1 Plage Tamhrouchte, which is perfect for a long beach walk at low tide and wavewatching at the point. On-site M Spot surf school offers board rental and lessons for surfers of all levels. Head back towards town, passing 2 Plage Sidi Mohammed Ben Abdellah with its unique and photogenic rock formation.

Continue north to take in the view from the cliffs overlooking 3 Plage Aftass before walking down to see if you can find Between Rock’s cafe. The drive continues north through town to the main beach,  4 Plage Imin Turga. Surf or swim (watch out for the currents), or take a walk along the elevated clifftop path.

Head out of town, taking the coastal road north through Sidi Boulfdail to  5 Nid D’Aigle. This paragliding centre is perched high up on an escarpment, with panoramic ocean views. Watch the professional paragliders, or try a tandem jump for €50.

Close by, park your car near the 6 Greenwave Ecolodge and walk north along the beach to the sand dunes. The tour returns south to Mirleft; drive through town, along the main street with its blue and white arches, and up to the 7 castle ruins. It’s a lovely place for sunset and an elevated view of the ever-expanding town. Finish your tour at the 8 Hotel Abertih, Mirleft’s friendly bar, a meeting point for locals and tourists.






Beyond Sidi Ifni
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Travel a little inland, north or south, to discover some of the region’s cultural and historical highlights.


Step away from the Atlantic beaches and surf, and dip your toe into the extraordinary world of the desert nomads who populate the city of Guelmim, home to the largest camel market in Morocco, and the natural wonder that is Tighmert oasis.

Up in the north, the market town of Tiznit, with its museum, ancient mosque and silver markets, makes for a nice urban stopover for those interested in Amazigh culture. A friendly, historic, somewhat modernised town, Tiznit is mostly compacted within 5km of medina walls, making it an easy spot in which to potter around hassle-free on foot. If history is your thing, a drive out to Amtoudi and Illigh’s House may appeal.
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Dromedary market, Guelmim | Laurens Hoddenbagh/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

It’s worth noting that Guelmim’s camel souq – Souk du Dromadaire – is held on Fridays. The city’s airport has links to Casablanca and the Canary Islands.



Trade Atlantic Surf for City Souqs

HOW MUCH FOR A CAMEL?

Find out on a trip to the largest dromedary market in Morocco! The market is in Guelmim, 50km southeast of Sidi Ifni. Also referred to as the ‘Gateway to the Sahara’, Guelmim was an important trading post on the caravan route to Timbuktu. With its city facilities and Marjane supermarket, it’s still a great place to stock up and sample Saharawian life on the edge of the desert. Just south of the city is Tighmert oasis, reported to be the oldest oasis in southern Morocco.

For a traditional Amazigh market-town experience, spend a day in Tiznit, 70km northeast of Sidi Ifni. The pace of life picks up in this cultural and shopping hub, which has several interesting sights to visit, including the Blue Source. There are many different fables as to how the water source was discovered; nowadays it’s a peaceful and pretty gathering point. Nearby, the ancient Grande Mosquée has wooden poles jutting out of its minaret, a style inspired by Sahel mosques. Close by is the Tigmmi n’ Tamazirt Museum, home to pop-up exhibitions. There’s also atmospheric outdoor theatre seating, which comes to life over Yennayer (Amazigh New Year). Walk the narrow streets to El Mechouar Square and marvel at the sparkling window displays of the ancient Jewish Souq and Silver Jewellery Souq, for which the town is famous.

Architecture and history enthusiasts may enjoy the well-preserved centuries-old buildings of Illigh’s House, 50km from Tiznit en route to the Anti-Atlas, and Amtoudi, one of the country’s best-preserved granaries, located 150km east of Sidi Ifni.
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Blue Source | AZEDINE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST PLACES TO STAY WITH SWIMMING POOLS

Nid D’Aigle

On the cliff edge, where paragliders launch. Guesthouse with incredible views, clean rooms, in-house dining and stunning infinity pool. €€

Greenwave Ecolodge

With a beachfront location, close to the dunes, this place has a remote eco-chalet vibe and a year-round pool. €€

Riad Janoub

Welcoming retreat in the heart of Tiznit. Peaceful place to relax with sparkling pool, landscaped gardens and luxurious suites. €€




Getting Around

The southern Atlantic region is easily explored by self-driving. Main routes are well maintained and easy to navigate. National bus operator CTM offers a service between the towns; expect to pay around Dh25 for the 45km journey between Sidi Ifni and Guelmim. Private or collective grands taxis will cover the local journeys.





DAKHLA
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For deserted beaches, Saharawian charm, unique wildlife, lagoon sparkles, tasty regional specialities, and wind and watersports galore, head to Dakhla, on the Rio de Oro peninsula. This 40km sandy stretch juts into the Atlantic, creating a blue lagoon on its eastern edge, and windswept ocean beaches on the west.

In the far south, Dakhla is closer to Nouadhibou in Mauritania than any Moroccan city. Its desert climate – moderated by cooling ocean currents – makes it a popular place for those in search of a year-round outdoor lifestyle.

At its heart, there’s a compact city offering an authentic, friendly taste of local life. Dakhla Bay has plenty of wildlife and nature-inspired experiences, and the consistent winds make it a magnet for wind and watersport enthusiasts. Venture a short distance from the city to discover the desert, remote beaches and off-road adventures.
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El Moussafir beach | ASHRAF PHOTOGRAPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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SIGHTS

1Dragon Island

2La Dune Blanche

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3La Crique Sensoria Spa

4La Sarga

5Ocean Vagabond Lassarga

6Oum Labouir

7Le Palais Rhoul & Spa

8Pointe D’Or

9Sahara Sailing

10Source Asmaa

11Zola Spa and Salon

SLEEPING

12Dunes de Dakhla

13Kite House Dakhla

14Lagon Energy

15Oasis212

16Westpoint Dakhla

EATING

17Cafe Ntifi

18Cafe Terassa

19Gladys

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 16Back-of-a-Van Cafe

20Vasano




TOP TIP

A newly upgraded (in 2022) autoroute has made the 1200km drive between Agadir and Dakhla easier, faster and safer. If you’d rather not drive, there are regular flights from Casablanca, Agadir and Laayoune.



Getting to Know Dakhla City

CITY LIFE ON THE PENINSULA

The Dakhla peninsula is a fast-developing and diverse region, attracting investors, workers and tourists alike. Its population has doubled in the last 20 years to around 200,000 in 2023. With lots of exciting developments underway, including the new Atlantic Port – pitched as Morocco’s largest – the city centre and its offerings are growing rapidly to accommodate this influx of money and people.

Many travellers don’t venture into the city of Dakhla itself. But those who do will glimpse life on the peninsula away from the beach. The city’s streets are a great place to immerse yourself in modern Saharawian culture, mingle with locals, and savour tasty regional specialities. After you’ve had your fill of local staples – such as camel stew, sugary mint tea and fresh oysters – stroll around the city, taking in the pretty squares, high-street banks, narrow lanes stacked with colourful fabrics, mosque and Catholic church. Stop by the covered souq, where you can browse the fruit, veg, dates and Saharawian loose tea.

Located on the southern part of the peninsula, the city has grid-style streets that lead to the edge of the lagoon. Here you can find cafes with sheltered spots for dining alfresco while overlooking the water. After sunset, the promenade and squares close to Cafe Terassa come to life, making for great people-watching. From your seat, you might observe locals dressed in colourful melhfa (a Saharawian lightweight dress fabric for women), blue Tuareg robes, djellabas, boardies or business attire. Anything goes in Dakhla.


LET’S TALK POLITICS

People may refer to Dakhla as being located in the ‘disputed territory of the Western Sahara’. The Western Sahara was formerly Spanish controlled, until the Spanish withdrew in 1975 at the behest of the UN. This land has been claimed and fought over by Mauritania, Morocco and a Saharawian nationalist movement (SADR/Polisario Front). In 1991 a ceasefire was called, which left Morocco in control of 75% and the SADR/Polisario Front 25%. For most Moroccans, Western Sahara is considered to be part of Morocco, and that’s where the conversation stops. For the United Nations and the Polisario Front, it’s still under dispute. We did not observe any unrest during our travels; however, check before travelling in this area.



DAKHLA CITY EATS

Gladys

Located on a busy shopping street, this all-female kitchen serves tajines and home-cooked Moroccan dishes. €

Cafe Ntifi

A simple reasonably priced menu, with a Moroccan ‘dish of the day’ served in a no-fuss way. €

Cafe Terassa

This friendly lagoon-side cafe is popular for breakfasts, and later in the day for seafood platters, pizza and paella. €

An Ever-Changing Precious Ecosystem

IMMERSE YOURSELF IN NATURAL WONDERS

The exquisite natural environment is part of Dakhla’s wow factor. Far away from big-city pollution and, relatively speaking, still off the tourist trail, this region offers pristine wilderness.

At its heart is the lagoon – watch the sand and turquoise colour palette change hourly and dramatically with the tides. At low tide the ocean retreats, making it possible to access in a 4WD dry parts of the lagoon, including Dragon Island, a striking shell-covered rocky outcrop whose outline resembles a sleeping reptile; and La Dune Blanche, a picturesque, ever-renewing sand dune. It’s possible to walk up both.

At higher tides, the ocean fills the lagoon and the same natural wonders become islands surrounded by turquoise blue water. With high water levels, it’s possible to kayak, stand-up paddleboard or boat to Dragon Island and La Dune Blanche, climbing up for 360-degree views, and then it’s your choice whether you sandboard, kitesurf, or run or roll off it! Kayaking tours can be organised via hotels or Dakhla Explorer Tours.

Around 35km from Dakhla, on the northern part of the peninsula, Source Asmaa, a hot-water spring, offers a unique sulphur bathing experience.

However you choose to explore the lagoon, be mindful that the bay is a fragile environment, home to dolphins, flamingos and migratory birds. While the surrounding lunar landscapes are fun to explore in a 4WD, it is advisable to keep to the popular tracks, or book an excursion with conservationists and wildlife enthusiasts, Dakhla Rovers.

KITESURFING ACCOMMODATION

Lagon Energy

Superbly located lagoon camp. Walk out of your bungalow and straight into the lagoon at high tide. €€€

Kite House Dakhla

A reasonably priced guesthouse in the centre of the peninsula. Great for kiters exploring different spots. €€

Westpoint Dakhla

A chic west coast ecoresort for those who prefer sunsets and waves. Close to Oum Labouir surf spot. €€€

When the Wind Blows

GO UNDER SAIL

A steady northerly wind blows year-round on the peninsula, at its strongest and most consistent between March and September. It’s a natural playground for wind watersports, attracting amateur and professional kiteboarders, windsurfers, kitefoilers and wingfoilers from all over the world, culminating in an annual international kitesurfing competition every autumn.

The lagoon itself offers optimal conditions for beginners and speed-seekers, with flat, shallow waters and the opportunity to ride alongside dolphins or fly with flamingos! The Atlantic coast and other parts of the peninsula, such as La Sarga in the south and Oum Labouir on the west coast, offer a range of conditions and waves for more seasoned riders.

These conditions and the stunning natural landscapes are matched by a number of high-quality accommodation options and professional watersport surf schools. Those wanting full-board packages and in-house kitesurfing tuition are drawn to the northern edge of the lagoon, where it’s possible to walk from your beach bungalow directly onto the sand and take off into the lagoon. If you’re an independent, seasoned rider, looking to explore different spots, there are apartments and guesthouses in residential areas like Hay el Kassam in the centre of the peninsula.

If you prefer to sit back and watch the action while under sail, Sahara Sailing has a catamaran and dinghy boats, which it takes out to explore the lagoon. Jump on board, stopping for beach BBQs and sandbar picnics as part of short or longer sailing cruises.


I LIVE HERE: CAFFEINE KICKS

[image: jpg]

Mohamed Ali Beqqali, Moroccan kitesurfing champion and Dakhla local, shares some of his cafe tips on where to fuel up before a day on the water.

Cafe Terassa

Always a friendly vibe at this sunny city cafe, right on the lagoon. Great breakfast and indulgent crepes! €

Vasano

This sunny city-centre cafe – also a B&B – serves delicious coffee, juices and breakfast with style. Comfortable, fast wi-fi and friendly owners. €

Back-of-a-Van cafe at Oumlabouir

Off the back of COVID, there’s a trend – all over Morocco – for individual sellers to build a barista machine into the back of vehicles. The one at Westpoint car park is ideal if you fancy a pre- or post-surf Americano. €



WELLNESS CENTRE & DAY SPAS

Le Palais Rhoul & Spa

A wellness spa with freshwater pool and fitness centre open to non-guests. Massages and traditional hammam.

Zola Spa and Salon

For hammam, facials, nail care and other beauty treatments. City-centre salon ticking the affordable self-care boxes.

La Crique Sensoria Spa

Part of La Crique luxury hotel, this spa offers deluxe hammams, spa rituals, massages and facials.

No Wind, No Worries

GRAB A SURFBOARD

While kitesurfers worship the wind and picking up speed on the lagoon, not every ocean-enthusiast comes to Dakhla for the wind. And not every day is windy. Thankfully, surfers and board riders – of the stand-up, sand and wake variety – are also well catered for on the peninsula.

If you’ve been surfing in Taghazout and had a hankering for quieter, wilder spots, Dakhla is a lesser-known surfers’ paradise waiting to be explored. From October to March, less wind and an Atlantic swell make surfing here a dream. On the southern tip of the peninsula itself is La Sarga, a long sandy-bottomed right-hander; some will say it’s the longest ride of their lives. Pay Ocean Vagabond Lassarga to use its surf-school facilities, or park nearby for free. After work locals head to Oum Labouir, next to Westpoint Dakhla, for sunset sessions. Those in need of pristine wilderness should check out Pointe D’Or, with its powder-soft sand and empty waves; it’s only accessible in a 4WD. If you’d like more remote surf adventures, 30km north of the peninsula is Arish, a sweeping bay with a long wave and traditional blue fishing boats.

Other board-riding options in the area include stand-up paddling on the lagoon, sandboarding tours into the desert and surfing down dunes. A fun activity for non-windy days is wakeboarding, either behind a motorboat or in the Dakhla Attitude Cable Park.

When you feel like your body is as stiff as a board, check out one of the local spas or your hotel’s wellness menu for a relaxing hammam and massage!
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SAHARAWIAN TEA

If you have the opportunity to experience an authentic Saharawian tea ritual, take it. Saharawians drink their mint tea in small tea glasses with lots of sugar. While in the Dakhla area, keep an eye out for the trucks that carry rainwater. Water is a precious commodity, and it’s sold as a local delicacy for making a true Saharawian tea brew. Dakhla Explorer Tours include a tea ritual as part of their excursions.



YOGA STUDIOS

Ocean Vagabond Lassarga

Book in for energising morning classes, or relaxing sunset yin yoga in the beach studio.

Lagon Energy

The energy shala is open for morning studio-style classes, and a sunset shala awaits for yin yoga on the beach.

Oasis 212

Offers hatha, pranayama and meditation classes as part of its wellness menu.

Desertscapes & Wildlife

EMPTY SPACES, EMPTY MIND

With all the ocean talk, it’s easy to forget that this region is deep in the Sahara, a desert environment where drinking water is a precious commodity. But take a short drive from the lagoon and the Atlantic and a host of sand- and star-filled desert experiences await. Whether you’re ready to explore the desert’s unique fauna and flora a little closer, want to experience an enchanting Saharawian tea ritual or spend a night in the dunes under canvas, the Sahara and its ancient customs await.

You don’t have to travel far to feel the sense of space that the desert offers in abundance. With empty vistas and calming sandy landscapes, it’s easy to empty the mind and connect to the quiet parts of yourself here.

If you like the idea of exploring with experts, Italian couple Nico and Martina, the owners of Dakhla Rovers, use all their experience as adventurers, passionate naturalists (Martina holds a PhD in marine environmental sciences) and diving instructors to provide a range of experiences exploring the natural diversity around Dakhla and the Western Sahara. Options include one-day excursions focused on local nature and culture, birdwatching in Dakhla’s Ramsar zone, two- to five-day 4WD desert trips, and customised longer tours taking in local wildlife such as the big-eared Saharan fennec fox and the elusive sand cat. Dakhla Rovers is focused on ensuring the travellers’ scene in Dakhla operates in accordance with ecologically sound practices.
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DESERT SLEEPS

Dunes de Dakhla

Offers a taste of a desert retreat. Thirty tents are immersed in the dunes, just 10 minutes from the lagoon. €€€

Oasis212

Despite its lagoon location, this lodge has a desert feel. It aims to promote the benefits of the two natural elements: ocean and desert. €€€

Dakhla Rovers

For a small customised desert-camp experience, Dakhla Rovers takes you deep into the dunes for insightful stays. Explore this fascinating terrain with passionate experts. €€€




Getting Around

Most of Dakhla is best explored with a rental car, and a 4WD is necessary for off-road lunar landscape adventures and parts of the lagoon. It’s also possible to book escorted small group 4WD tours through your accommodation or via local operators.






Beyond Dakhla
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If straight roads and remoteness are on your wish list, the road trip to and from Dakhla offers some interesting and unusual stops.


The drive from Dakhla to Agadir (1200km) takes around 15 hours without stops. Major upgrades have been made to the highway from Tiznit to Dakhla, making the journey easier, faster and safer. The route used to be so rough that it was mostly used by 4WD owners and rally participants. Nowadays, road upgrades mean independent travellers and camper vans are hitting the roads too. If you want to take it slower, plan a trip with stops. There’s Laayoune, a Spanish-inspired military and mining town; Tan Tan, a typical desert town with a nearby beach; and Tarfaya, a fishing port. Further detours are possible to explore Khenifiss National Park and regional towns such as Smara. The drive requires patience, as there are long stretches of road and regular police checks.
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TOP TIP

Make photocopies of the pages of your passport and driving licence with details. Have them ready to hand to police at checkpoints.



When Remoteness & Adventure Call

HEAD SOUTH, OR GO UNDERWATER

Few make it to the tiny village of Imlili,100km south of Dakhla, but those that do are rewarded with barren landscapes of desert plains, oases and lunar-like dunes. It’s a secluded area accessible by 4WD, home to deserted villages, numerous natural pools and tiny saltwater fish. It makes for an adventurous day out, and provides an opportunity to connect with the desert environment.

On the road back to Dakhla, stop at Plage Porto Rico, a secluded beach located on the Tropic of Cancer. When quiet, it offers a beautiful stretch of powdery white sand and glistening emerald-blue waters. It’s a picturesque spot to chill and contemplate where you are in the world.

If you prefer to get your serenity fix underwater, a little-known dive spot, Portitou, is around 80km from Dakhla and offers the unique experience of scuba diving in the Sahara. Club Mayorca Dakhla, a dive club on the peninsula, offers day trips with equipment rental and transport included; contact details can be found via its Facebook page.

[image: shutterstock_2012322053jpg]

Imlili | Younes D/Shutterstock ©


I LIVE HERE: MAYOR’S TIPS

Erragheb Hormatollah, mayor of Dakhla, shares some of Dakhla’s peaceful places where he goes to reconnect with nature

La Pointe D’Or

Only accessible with 4WD, this empty beach with its prominent rocky outcrop is ideal for quiet surfing and fishing moments.

Porto Rico

Arriving here on a quiet day feels like you have discovered a beautiful lost beach. It’s the perfect spot for a picnic lunch.

Arish

Venture north from the peninsula to Arish, where you can spend a day surfing on some of the emptiest and longest waves in North Africa.




Getting Around

Once you leave the tarred road in this region, it is best to have a 4WD or book onto an escorted tour with a local tour operator.





DRIVING TOUR: EMPTY ROADS, EMPTY MIND
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If you love to hit empty roads, the drive between Guelmim and Dakhla could be one for you. From the camel-trading centre of 1 Guelmim head south to 2 Tan Tan. Between the Anti-Atlas and Saharan plateau, Tan Tan is a dusty city, where you can observe everyday Saharawian life. The mountains of l’Ouarkiz and Zini offer some relief in the landscape of the region. Ksar Tafnidilt, a faux kasbah with rooms and camping, makes for a nice sleepover for those with 4WD. Nearby, 3 El Ouatia is a windswept beach stop that briefly comes to life in Moroccan summer holidays.

4 Khenifiss National Park and Naila Lagoon offer boat trips and birding. The N1 continues 200km south to 5 Tarfaya, a working fishing port that became famous in 1975 when Hassan II ordered the Green March. This saw 350,000 unarmed civilians march in to reclaim the land from Spain. It’s now home to the Tarfaya Wind Farm, the second-largest in Africa, and the Musée Saint-Exupéry, offering insight into the history of the aéropostale route.

Another 100km south is 6 Laayoune, sometimes referred to as the ‘capital of the Sahara’. It’s a military and phosphate-mining town – Bu Craa, the area’s mine, is among the most profitable phosphate mines in the world. It’s a further 200km to 7 Boujdour. A fishing port and coastal city with a lighthouse and sandy beaches, Boujdour is establishing itself as a regional beach resort. It’s often the last stop before Dakhla, some 300km to the south.

Follow the empty coastline until you reach the Rio de Oro peninsula, home to 8 Dakhla and some of Morocco’s top wind- and watersports spots.





ANTI-ATLAS
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The Anti-Atlas are a treasure chest of mountains, valleys and rural communities. The western parts of this region are easily accessible from Agadir, yet feel a world apart, with picturesque villages nestled in the crevices of red granite and quartzite mountains. Panoramic mountain passes and soaring peaks await as you wind your way alongside Jebel Lkest and other mountain ranges. In the Ameln Valley and Tafraoute you’ll discover rock formations, stacks of granite boulders, and ancient rock paintings. You’ll also find endless biking, rock climbing and hiking trails, and pockets of serenity in date-palm-filled valleys such as Aït Mansour Gorges and Targua n’Touchka.

If time allows, journey deeper into the Anti-Atlas to the saffron-growing region of Taliouine. This town is also the starting point for hiking in the Jebel Siroua area. Even further east, visit the remote town of Tata.
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SIGHTS

1Amaghuz Valley

2Carved Gazelles

3Jebel Adad Medni

4Kasbah Tizourgane

5Napoleon’s Hat

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6Ameln Valley

7Jebel Lkest

SLEEPING

8Dar Ajgal

9Ksar Rock Guesthouse

10La Maison Traditionelle




TOP TIP

For an authentic and enriching cultural experience, head to the museum at La Maison Traditionelle in Oumesnate. This traditional Amazigh home has been lovingly restored, providing an interactive experience as you walk through rooms filled with the owner’s private collection of artefacts and costumes. It’s also open to guests of neighbouring guesthouse.



Where’s Best for Hiking?

FIND YOUR OWN PATH

Hiking is a big draw for visitors to the Anti-Atlas. Still, there are so many trails that even the most popular are uncrowded. Part of any Anti-Atlas adventure should be creating your own itinerary. Do some research, plan a little, pack well, book a local guide if you like. Follow the best-known trails, but also stay open to discovering your own trails when you get there. Even the most experienced guides are still finding new routes, and just being in this area is a treat for lovers of the outdoors. That said, you don’t have to go on long hikes to experience the wow factor of stumbling across viewpoint after viewpoint: they’re available roadside too.

Trails vary from the steep peaks and strenuous 10km treks on Jebel Lkest (2359m) to village-to-village walks available on the sunny south-facing slopes of the Ameln Valley. The peaceful and picturesque Amaghoz Valley and Jebel Adad Medni are home to the rare and photogenic ajgal (dragon) tree, and some easier, shorter 4km to 6km hikes. The dragon tree – endemic to this area of the western Anti-Atlas – lives in the safety of the rocks. Its name in Amazigh means ‘hard to reach’, and it’s sacred and protected by locals. The dragon tree’s red sap is used for medicinal purposes.

If you prefer shorter trails, the 2km walk from Tafraoute to Tazekka will reward you with the prehistoric rock engravings of two Carved Gazelles. Or, a 20-minute scramble up Napoleon’s Hat rock formation gets the heart rate going, with stunning views of the boulder-strewn landscape along the way.
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Hiking Guides & Map Books

A handy hiking guide for the region is the slim pocket-sized booklet produced by Don Sargeant, 16 Walks in the Anti-Atlas. The accompanying map, with routes and roads clearly marked, is helpful too. Bear in mind that hiking trails are not well signposted. If you prefer to walk with a local guide, Ibrahim Inknjtaoun (0696276037) and Rachid (0611161209) are two guides who come recommended.

Climbers are also in heaven in this region. The Climb Tafraout website (climb-tafraout.com) is a useful resource for climbers.



RURAL SLEEPS IN THE ANTI-ATLAS

La Maison Traditionelle Oumesnate

In Ameln Valley, this charming guesthouse offers a unique cultural experience. €

Dar Ajgal

Peaceful retreat in Amaghoz Valley. Clean, fresh and comfortable, with friendly staff and a small pool. €€

Ksar Rock Guesthouse

On north side of Jebel Lkest, this family-run auberge offers cosy accommodation. Busy in season. €



DRIVING TOUR: ROCKS, VALLEYS & ANCIENT SITES
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Drive along the R105 scenic route into the 1 Ameln Valley, on the east side of the Jebel Lkest mountains. The road passes through Oumesnate, home to La Maison Traditionelle. Continue along this road to Tafraoute. As you approach the last roundabout before coming into the town, look right to see the Lion’s Head rock formation.

Park on the main street in 2 Tafraoute and explore the town on foot. It’s home to a handful of amenities, guesthouses and friendly locals willing to assist with tourist maps, accommodation options, and introductions to their friends’ rug, fossil and ceramic shops.

Leave town on the R107 and take it to 3 Aguerd-Oudad. In addition to its ornate street lamps and grand houses, this village is the birthplace of Morocco’s current prime minister, Aziz Akhannouch, and home to the prestigiously positioned Napoleon’s Hat rock formation.

Follow the road southeast for the stunning drive to 4 Aït Mansour Gorges. Park your car by Auberge Aït Mansour Hanan. From there, walk through the avenue of date-palm trees within the steep walls of the gorge, taking in the shadows, puddles of light and the earthy-red colour palette. If you have time, stop for a Berber omelette at the cafe by the parking area. The owner, Abdou, loves to take guests up to the old Tafraoute road for an elevated view of the village.

Return to Tafraoute on the same road, timing your return with a sunset visit to the 5 Painted Rocks. A Belgian artist painted the giant granite boulders in 1984 as a gift for his wife. It’s a place where nature and art meet, and a peaceful spot to reflect on your day.



Ancient Granaries & Kasbahs

TIME TRAVEL ON MOUNTAIN PASSES

The granaries (igoudars) of the Anti-Atlas make for an enchanting visit. They’re dotted around the region, but you’d drive past many without even knowing of their existence. Elevated or hidden away, these collective stores were also used by the local Amazigh communities as fortresses in the past.

One of the largest granaries in the Agadir region is Inoumar – around 80km from Agadir, near Ait Baha. It’s a beautifully preserved fortified granary. As you leave Agadir behind, follow the R105 and watch as the landscape changes around every bend. Ascending into lunar-like plains and argan-dotted valleys amid the steep slopes of rocky mountains, the scenery is breathtaking.

Walking around a granary is like stepping back in time, a treasure chest of well-preserved ancestral Morocco. The Amazigh people used these collective granaries to store grains, oil, dates and other valuables – their version of a bank vault. The deep storage caves are carved directly into the rock and closed off with heavy wooden doors and impenetrable locks. Each granary has a keyholder (aamin), who is responsible for its safe-guarding. If you have a specific granary in mind, check ahead to see if the guardian is available to open it for your visit.

Near Inoumar granary is Agadir Imchguiguiln. This 750-year-old granary is considered one of the oldest igoudar in the region. There are other granaries in the Souss-Massa region, many largely unvisited. That’s part of their charm: visiting something that feels as if it has been hidden away for centuries.
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Kasbah Tizourgane

A well-restored 13th-century granary, this fortress, on top of a rocky outcrop, is also a guesthouse and restaurant. Peaceful, charming and historic, it has incredible 360-degree views of the surrounding mountain region. It’s a great base for visitors to the region’s other granaries. The staff can help with recommendations and organising your visit to other granaries. It’s also a popular base for hikers and rock climbers, with the trails and climbing routes of Jebel Lkest on your doorstep. A handy guest-experiences book is kept at reception, filled with feedback on existing and new climbing routes discovered by other travellers.




Getting Around

There’s no practical public transport, so you’ll need your own car to traverse the region and access its sights. The route between Tafraoute and Painted Rocks is popular with cyclists. Bicycle rentals are available from near Hotel Salama in Tafraoute. Check the distances and allow yourself extra time to take in scenic stops along the way.






Beyond the Anti-Atlas
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Travel deeper into remote parts of the Anti-Atlas region to discover saffron, volcanic peaks, week-long treks and rocky desert landscapes.


The small village of Taliouine and its hilly surroundings is best known for the cultivation of saffron, with a festival held annually in autumn to celebrate its harvesting. It’s also well set up for trekking, providing easy access to Jebel Siroua, an extinct volcano offering multiple hiking trails.

Travel east of Tafraoute and eventually you will reach the far-flung market town of Tata, close to the Algerian border. A long way from anywhere, at the foot of Jebel Bani, this town is used as a base for off-the-beaten-track excursions, desert camping and nearby Oukas, home to some of the finest rock engravings in Morocco. Head even further afield and you will reach Iriqui National Park.
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TOP TIP

If you are on the hunt for rock art, it’s best to do your research and follow GPS coordinates to the exact sites, as they’re seldom signposted and are hard to find.



Seeking Solitude & Challenging Summits

CONNECT AND EXPLORE DEEPER

Taliouine, a traditional Amazigh village tucked into hilly terrain, is largely supported by its production of saffron. Around 90% of Morocco’s saffron is produced here. A visit to the Cooperative Souktana de Saffran will reveal more about this medicinal and valuable spice. The area is also in close proximity to Jebel Siroua, its isolated peak rising up to 3304m. A variety of treks are available, including a week-long circuit of Jebel Siroua for serious walkers seeking a challenge and solitude. The slopes of the volcano and its peak offer incredible views over the surrounding valley. Guides, mules, gear and hike operators can be found in Taliouine, Tafraoute and Taroudant.

Remoteness and solitude can also be found on the road to Tata, located some 160km from Tafraoute and Taroudant. Pass isolated villages and arid landscapes before you arrive at this frontier town. It’s a geologically fascinating area rich in rock formations, minerals and archaeological sites.

Tata is often a base for hikers visiting Jebel Bani, the last foothills of the Anti-Atlas, bordering the Sahara desert. A visit to the palmeraie (palm groves) is recommended, as are visits to the fortified granaries and prehistoric rock engravings at Akka, which are said to be some of the best-preserved in Morocco.

If you are driving further east, visit Iriqui National Park, established in 1994 to rehabilitate the region’s wetlands. It’s a beautiful sight when migratory aquatic birds show up. From here, it’s a 4WD adventure to the Erg Chigaga dunes in the Sahara.
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All About Saffron

Saffron is the red stigma from inside a purple crocus flower. It grows in the fields around Taliouine. These delicate flowers are hand-picked, and then the stigma is removed. Each flower produces three stigma at a time. Harvesting saffron is a very labour-intensive process.

How to tell the quality of saffron? The best saffron is a deep red colour. If you place a few threads in hot water for 15 minutes, real saffron will remain intact and turn the water yellow. Real saffron has an earthy scent and bitter taste.




Getting Around

Outside Tafraoute there is little in the way of public transport. Self-drive or grands taxis are the easiest option. CTM offers a bus service for the 100km drive between Taroudant and Taliouine.








TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Morocco. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Morocco and get the most out of your trip.


[image: jpg]

TRADITIONAL MINT TEA | Breslavtsev Oleg/Shutterstock ©


Arriving

Getting Around

Money

Accommodation

Family Travel

Health & Safe Travel

Food, Drink & Nightlife

Responsible Travel

LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Accessible Travel

Ramadan in Morocco

Nuts & Bolts

Language








Arriving

Most travellers to Morocco arrive by flying into Casablanca, Marrakesh or Fez. A train connects Casablanca’s airport to the city centre every 30 minutes, taking half an hour. Marrakesh Menara Airport is about 20 minutes from the medina. Fès–Saïss Airport is about 30 minutes outside the medina. From Spain, the Tarifa to Tangier ferry takes about one hour.
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Visas

Visas are not required for most travellers for visits of up to 90 days. Your passport must be valid for at least six months from your date of entry to Morocco.




SIM Cards

Avoid roaming charges and pick up a prepaid SIM card from Maroc Telecom or Orange. Both have outlets at Casablanca and Marrakesh airports, as well as shops in towns and cities.




Wi-Fi

Wi-fi connections are good across most of Morocco. Connections get sketchier as you head into remote desert and mountainous areas, so top up your mobile data before you go.




Cash

Major city centres and airports have currency exchange offices. Banks have cash machines, but they are often less reliable once outside of larger towns and cities.



Public Transport from Airport to City Centre
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Tricks for Beating Security Queues

The wait time coming through security in Morocco, especially during high season, can be painful, but travellers have a few options to speed up the process. Book a seat at the front of the plane to ensure you’re off first. Prepay for fast-track security (€6) in Marrakesh and Casablanca, which can be done through the airline you book your flight with. Marrakesh and Casablanca are busy airports and this option makes sure you breeze through nicely. Although airlines sell the fast track option for Fez, it’s rarely operational on the ground.






Getting Around

Trains are a great way to travel, and buses connect to other hot spots. A grand taxi or hire car is your best bet for getting to smaller towns and remote areas.



TRAVEL COSTS

Rental
from Dh300/day

Petrol
approx Dh14.55/litre

Train ticket from Fez to Marrakesh
from Dh290

Train ticket from Tangier to Marrakesh
from Dh355



Buses

CTM is the biggest operator and has routes connecting the main destinations, such as Marrakesh, Fez, Rabat, Tangier, Casablanca and Chefchaouen. Supratours operates the route from Marrakesh to Essaouira. Both are reliable and have comfortable services.

Grands Taxis

Grands taxis cover short and long journeys and will get you to towns and villages. You buy a spot in the vehicle, usually shared with three or four other travellers, for a few dirhams. Buy two seats to increase your comfort levels. Be warned that many drivers take dangerous risks on the roads.

Petits Taxis

Colour-coded by city – Marrakesh is ochre, Fez is red – petits taxis are cars that can take three passengers. Wait at a stand (signposted in blue) or flag one down on the street. Drivers take passengers heading in the same direction, and the fare is split accordingly. City regulators are establishing rules to ensure drivers turn their meters on, but it’s not guaranteed. Marrakesh is bad for this. Insist taxi drivers do or agree on a price before you get in.
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PAYING FOR TAXIS

Hoard your small bills (Dh20) and coins to pay for taxis. Credit cards are not accepted.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right.
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Speed limit is 60km/h on urban roads and 120km/h on motorways.
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Payment for infractions is on the spot in cash.




Private Transfer

Most hotels and guesthouses provide private transfers from the airport, which ensures a seamless arrival. If budget allows, it’s also a relaxed way to see the country, giving you the flexibility to set your own schedule and make stops along the way.




Trains

Buy a ticket in advance to be sure of a seat and spend a little extra for first class for added comfort: air-conditioning, heating and more space. A trolley service offers hot drinks and snacks most of the year, but bring water and snacks during Ramadan and Eid.




Car Hire

Driving in urban areas in Morocco can feel like bumper cars, and country roads can be pockmarked and slow-going. That said, main roads and motorways are generally good and fairly quiet. Always hire from a reputable company and buy fully comprehensive insurance.








Money

CURRENCY: DIRHAM (DH)
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Cash

Airports in Morocco have money-exchange offices and at least one cash machine in the arrival hall. Cities and larger towns have plenty of cash machines in and around the centre. Be aware that cash machines in the suburbs and smaller towns are sometimes empty.

Credit Cards & Digital Payments

Hotels, restaurants, cafes and tourist-oriented shops in major towns and cities accept credit cards and, increasingly, digital payments such as Apple Pay. In small towns, villages and rural areas, you need cash to pay for hotel rooms, dining and any purchases. Taxis and many private drivers also prefer cash.

Tipping

Tips are always appreciated, though not necessarily expected. Simply rounding up the bill is standard for coffee or a taxi ride. Hand Dh10 to Dh20 to hotel porters for assisting with luggage. Adding 10% in restaurants and for a guide at the end of a tour is appropriate.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

a hotel pool pass
Dh200–750

a midrange hammam
Dh150–200

museum entry
Dh20–30

a short petit taxi ride
Dh10–15



HOW TO… Haggle

Most travellers today prefer not to have to go through the antiquated exchange of haggling, but it’s still expected in more traditional medinas such as Fez. The golden rule is to decide what the item is worth to you – be fair to the trader – and set that as your final price. Smile, be polite and have fun. They’ll appreciate your efforts.


THE FUTURE IS BRIGHT

Morocco’s economy is on the rise, with an expected growth rate of 3.1% in 2023. Despite recent inflation, government subsidies have kept essentials such as butane gas, flour and sugar stable, and forward-thinking modernisation of the country’s infrastructure has paved the way for a bright future. The 2040 Morocco Rail Plan promises to build more than 4000km of conventional and high-speed train tracks, and the 2030 National Port Strategy is building six new ports and expanding four existing ones. Morocco’s ‘advanced status’ with the European Union also means more investment opportunities.
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LOCAL TIP

For all of Morocco’s modernisation, cash is king, and change is gold dust. Keep a stash of coins and small notes for taxis, tipping, and buying street food and snacks.








Accommodation

Luxuriate in a Riad

Staying in a riad is one of Morocco’s greatest pleasures. By definition, a riad is a house with a garden, which should include citrus trees and a fountain or another water source. Riads are usually grandiose affairs designed to show off the owners’ wealth with ornate filigreed plasterwork, jewel-coloured tadelakt (hand-polished limestone plaster), carved wood inlaid with gilt and intricate hand-cut tiles.

Sleep in a Traditional Dar

Dars are traditional houses built around a courtyard. They boast some of the same architectural details as riads, but dars are often simpler in design. The courtyard might be laid with zellige (colourful geometric mosaic tilework), stone or marble and is traditionally an open, empty space, though many guesthouses have turned theirs into a living or dining area. Staircases are steep, the windows are framed in curls of wrought iron, and the views from the rooftop second to none.

Rock the Kasbah

Kasbahs, immense rammed-earth structures, are architectural treasures of southern Morocco and are often located on the hilltops of mountain villages or desert oases, surveying the land for miles around. More like castles than palaces, kasbahs date from the times of the feudal lords.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a suite in a riad
Dh2500–7500

a room in a dar
Dh750–1500

a tent in the desert
Dh400–2500
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Relax in a Rural Idyll

Agritourism is on the rise in Morocco, particularly as travellers seek out quieter destinations. From French-style auberges in the mountains that offer hiking, horse riding and other outdoor pursuits to vineyards with chateau-like spaces and windswept beach houses on the Atlantic, Morocco has some of the most exhilarating rural accommodation options in the world.



Dream Like a Nomad

Accessed by 4WD or camel, Morocco’s desert camps range from lively avenues of tents lit by crackling bonfires to more remote luxurious lodges set among the dunes. Few experiences are more magical than seeing the Milky Way in the desert night sky or the blood-red cast of sunrise over these sandy seas.
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THE RISE OF AIRBNB

If you want to save money and perhaps practise your Darija (Moroccan Arabic), look for a room in a family home on Airbnb. Spend a bit more money and you could be treated to anything from a room with a housekeeper who whips up excellent Moroccan home cooking for every meal to a fabulous villa with a huge pool for a fraction of the price you’d pay in Europe or the US. If you’re travelling as a family or group of friends, Airbnb can be exceptionally good value.








Family Travel

Moroccans are inherently family oriented. They’ll scoop up your offspring and feed them sweets, plop them into a carossa (street cart) and ferry them through the streets, smile indulgently as kids play, and then invite you to their home for Friday couscous. Old-fashioned family values thrive in this land, and children are viewed as a blessing.


Finding Activities for Everyone

Morocco is a travel destination that plays out like a fairy-tale adventure – and an affordable one at that. The best thrills come free. Roaming the medinas is like getting lost in a maze, and you can play royalty by sleeping in a riad. Historical sites abound, and whether your brood is into Roman history or enjoys the drama of the feudal lords, you’ll find plenty to stay entertained.


Facilities for Babies & Toddlers

Facilities for families with little ones are lacking. Morocco has a make-do-and-mend mentality, and you’ll need to do the same. Occasionally, you’ll find changing tables, and people are almost always happy to warm a bottle. You might find play parks in bigger towns.



Feeding the Family

If your little ones have adventurous palates, take them on a street-food adventure, devouring maâkouda (fried potato patties), grilled merguez (spicy sausage) sandwiches and spicy babbouche (snails). Moroccan classics such as harira soup, kefta (meatball) and egg tajine or a plain couscous often please fussier tummies. Less daring eaters will find plenty of familiar favourites, including pizza, pasta and wonderful ice cream.


Entertaining Teens

Travelling with teens in Morocco requires a little planning. Historical sites and spectacular landscapes may not delight for long, so seek balance. Splitting your trip across a couple of destinations and adding in fun activities they’ve chosen help keep the peace.




KID-FRIENDLY PICKS

SIDECAR TOUR IN MARRAKESH
Uncover the Red City’s best-kept secrets by vintage motorbike and sidecar.

SANDBOARDING IN THE PETIT DESERT
Adrenaline-fuelled thrills and spills among Sahara-sized dunes.

HIKING IN ESSAOUIRA
Discover the joys of the outdoors with Berberlands.

HIDE AND SEEK IN CHEFCHAOUEN
Lose yourself in the medieval tangle of streets lined with cobalt blue buildings.

HORSE RIDING IN FEZ
Gallop across plains and mountains with Bio et Bois.
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TRAVEL WITH KIDS 101

Morocco might be one of the most exciting trips your family takes. From romping through the medinas to camel rides in the desert, there’s no end to the excitement and stimulation. It can also be overwhelming, so a little forward preparation goes a long way. Explain a little about the basic tenets of Islam, such as praying five times a day and fasting for Ramadan, before you go. Learn to say salam alaykum (hello), shukran (thank you) and la (no) in Darija. Explore smaller places such as Essaouira, Meknes and Chefchaouen for a less intense getaway.








Health & Safe Travel

INSURANCE

Buying travel insurance for medical care and accidents is essential in Morocco. You’ll have to pay upfront for emergency healthcare, whether it’s an upset tummy or something more serious before you’re seen, so make sure you’re covered. Coverage for delays, cancellation, luggage loss and theft is also recommended. Health insurance cards from the UK, EU and USA are not valid.
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Tap Water

According to standards set by the World Health Organization and the Moroccan Ministry of Health, tap water is considered safe to drink in major cities. It is not recommended in coastal towns such as Essaouira, Taghazout or Agadir, or in rural areas. That said, if you’re not used to it, you’ll be better off sticking to filtered water.

Illegal Drugs

Morocco has a strict stance on illicit drug use. In 2021 the government voted to legalise cannabis for medicinal purposes, but it’s still illegal to use recreationally, which includes the crop grown in the Rif region around Chefchaouen. Penalties are steep, and time in a Moroccan jail is no fun.


HEAT EXHAUSTION

Take a siesta during the sizzling hours of high summer. Stay hydrated, wear a hat and cool off at a pool.



EMERGENCY HEALTHCARE IN MOROCCO

The following cliniques (hospitals) offer emergency healthcare to foreigners. Make sure you’re insured or expect a hefty bill. Their websites are in French. Most taxis know how to get there.

Clinique Le Marrakech (cliniquelemarrakech.ma)
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Clinique Internationale Al Badie Fés (cibmaroc.com)

[image: jpg]

CIM Santé (Casablanca, Rabat and Tangier) (cimsante.com)
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Scams

Unfortunately, some places, especially the medinas of Fez and Marrakesh, still have an army of artful dodgers to look out for. The most common scenario is young men claiming that the road ahead is closed and offering to show you the way. They then get angry when a hefty tip isn’t proffered. Politely decline their help and keep walking.


TIPS FOR SOLO WOMEN TRAVELLERS

Dress modestly. Take taxis at night and trains by day. Eat in places busy with locals or frequented by expats. Choose accommodation where you can relax and retreat. Seek out female guides. If someone is uncomfortably persistent, do not engage. Stay calm, move away and look around for help; it’s never far away.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


Etiquette & Eating Times

In traditional restaurants, locals eat with their hands. If you’re asked to join, remember to eat with your right hand using only your thumb and forefingers, and wait to be offered bread, which you can use as a vessel to convey food to your mouth. Breakfast, lunch and dinner times are more or less the same as in Europe and elsewhere.
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Where to Eat

Street food Small hole-in-the-wall spots, usually pavement stands or in markets. Open lunchtime and evenings.

Canteens Basic workers’ eateries serving hearty dishes such as beans, lentils and tajines. Usually lunchtime only.

Cafe Offer international favourites such as burgers, fries, sandwiches and salads.

Bistros Often run by expats; dishing up good-value Franco-Moroccan plates.

Riad Romantic dining for elevated Moroccan home cooking.

Hotel Fine dining, with a mix of Moroccan and international dishes. Alcohol is usually served.


MENU DECODER

Bastilla Savoury-sweet pie made of warqa (filo-like pastry).

Beghrir Pancakes with a spongy crumpet-like texture.

Bissara Fava bean or split-pea soup with cumin, olive oil and paprika.

Briouat Cigar-shaped or triangular pastry stuffed with different fillings.

Brochette Kebab.

Chermoula Herb, garlic and spice marinade.

Harira Hearty soup of tomatoes, chickpeas and lamb.

Harissa Hot chilli paste.

Hut Fish.

Jiben Fresh goat’s or cow’s milk cheese.

Kefta Meatballs.

Khlii Strips of dried meat cured in fat, salt and spices.

Maâkouda Fried potato patties.

Mechoui Slow-roasted lamb.

Melawi Flaky pan-fried flatbread.

Smen Fermented butter.

Tajine Famous Moroccan stew cooked in a conical earthenware pot.

Tanjia Crock-pot stew of seasoned meat and preserved lemon.

Tfaya Caramelised onions, raisins and cinnamon used as a topping for couscous.



HOW TO… Order Coffee

Mint tea might be the poster child of Moroccan drinks, but these days coffee is the country’s first love. Popularised at the start of the 20th century in French-owned cafes, coffee is ubiquitous today, and it’s a joy to linger on a terrace with the sun on your face before starting your day. Once exclusively the domain of men, cafes in Morocco’s ville nouvelle districts (the newer parts of major cities) are now just as likely to be occupied by women, though less so in the medinas. Most people order a nus-nus (half coffee, half milk), kahwa kahla (thick, strong and black coffee) or kahwa maatra (hot and spiced coffee). If you want to buy coffee to take home, seek out expert independent roasters such as Bloom Coffee or Bacha Cafe in Marrakesh. In Fez, don’t miss the sand-heated copper pots of steaming coffee at Drink & Smile on Talaa Kebira.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

a nus-nus
Dh10–15

a small cone of maâkouda
Dh10

a bowl of bissara or harira
Dh10

a tajine for one in a canteen
Dh30

a burger in a bistro
Dh90–120

a beer in a dive bar
Dh30–50

a cocktail in a hotel
Dh120–150



HOW TO… Eat a Tajine

In Morocco, tajine is never served with couscous. It’s rarely eaten with a knife, fork or spoon, though restaurants make concessions for tourists. Tajine is named for the conical earthenware pot it is cooked in and made using chicken, lamb or beef combined with seasonal vegetables, dried fruits and nuts, fish with spices, or simply vegetables. There are a myriad different variations of it, but one thing that’s commonly agreed upon is that tajine tastes best when cooked in a proper earthenware pot, ideally over charcoal. However, these days it’s common for restaurants to blast the dish in a pressure cooker and decant it into a tajine before serving, but trust us, it’s worth seeking out the real deal – look for tajines lined up on charcoal burners outside a restaurant. How do you eat tajine? Directly from the pot using a stack of khobz (a flat, round loaf of bread) to scoop up morsels of fish, meat or vegetables and dip in the sumptuous juices. Bismillah!
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Friday Lunch

A stand-alone dish that is beloved on Fridays after prayers, couscous is made of the same ingredients as pasta. Its name comes from a Tamazight word meaning ‘well rounded’ to reflect the delicate grains. Couscous is traditionally served with seven vegetables and perhaps a hunk of lamb or chicken buried within. It can also be a popular dessert when mixed with sugar, cinnamon and dried fruits.




Bars & Nightlife

If you can’t conceive of a holiday that doesn’t involve evening drinks or hitting the dance floor, you need to plan accordingly when visiting Morocco. Stand-alone bars and pubs are not much of a thing anywhere in the country, though you’ll find plenty of hotels that serve alcohol. At the seedier end of the spectrum, darkened boozers sell cheap beer to a friendly, flirty crowd of working girls and insalubrious gentlemen.

Marrakesh is the exception to this rule, and increasing numbers of European-style hot spots such as Kabana Rooftop or Barometre serve nicely crafted cocktails, sushi and tapas to a scintillating mix of hip young Moroccans, expats and out-of-towners. It’s also the best place to go clubbing, with places like Theatro and Babouchka attracting a party crowd until the small hours of the morning.

If you’re visiting Casablanca, Rick’s Café is a classic for a well-mixed martini. But in more conservative cities like Fez, hotel bars and roof terraces are your best bet for sundowners and after-dinner drinks with funky music. Hotel Sahrai is always lively at the weekend, but for proper dancing and DJs the best places tend to be located a bit further out of town. Le Club House attracts the latest Moroccan DJs and has different events every night of the week. Book a driver to get you there and back safely, so you’re not waiting for taxis that might never come at the end of the night.








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.
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Shop Mindfully

The decline in tourism because of the COVID-19 pandemic hit Moroccan artisans hard. Sign up for sustainable tours such as Fez Artisan Visit, which takes you deep into artisans’ heritage and lifestyle.

Save Water

In 2022 Morocco experienced its worst drought in 40 years. Marrakesh’s excellent Mohammed VI Water Civilization Museum is an educational initiative that tells visitors about creative water management and shines a light on innovative projects.


A groundbreaking project by Dar Si Hmad (darsihmad.org) in southwestern Morocco uses fog to bring safe drinking water to poor communities in the Sidi Ifni and Agadir regions.




Keep bottles and their caps. When garbage is collected, someone will put them to good use. Refuse plastic bags in the markets, and buy textiles made from rags or leftover yarn.
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Self-catering allows you to take advantage of Morocco’s myriad fresh produce markets and benefits vendors at the same time. Combine your own cooking with meals in local canteens and street-food carts to financially benefit the community.

 

Wonderful AMAL (amalnonprofit.org) empowers disenfranchised local women by teaching them hospitality skills that put them to work. Get to know them better during a traditional Moroccan cooking class.

Visit the American Fondouk

Founded in 1927 when around 40,000 pack animals worked around the Fez medina, the American Fondouk (fondouk.org) has provided free veterinary care for these animals ever since. It is open for visits and vets can volunteer here.
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Sponsor a Jarjeer Mule

Established in 2014, Jarjeer (jarjeer.org) is a rescue centre and sanctuary for working mules and donkeys about 25km outside of Marrakesh. Visitors, donations and sponsorships are welcome.

Support Women’s Cooperatives

Although women’s empowerment is high on the political and social agenda in Morocco, not all cooperatives are legitimate. Do your research to ensure the places you visit are delivering on fair wages and working conditions.

Stay Small

Show stopping large-scale hotels might take up pages of glossy travel magazines, but smaller five- or six-room guesthouses tend to be more sustainable, and your stay could support a local entrepreneur.


Come for breakfast and stay for the organic argan-based products by a women-run Amazigh agricultural cooperative (cooperativetoudarte.com).




Organic agriculture is booming across several regions of Morocco, and many of these farms offer places to stay and eat.




80%

Morocco has made huge strides in harnessing the power of its wind, solar and hydropower resources. Two-thirds of its energy now comes from renewable projects, and the goal is to increase that to 80% by 2050.




RESOURCES

worldpackers.com  Wide range of eco-volunteering opportunities around Morocco.
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national-parks.org/morocco  Where they are and why we need to protect them.
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Project Soar (projectsoar.org) helps pave the way for teenage girls to become the leaders of tomorrow. Programmes include sports activities as well as training in soft skills such as self-confidence and menstruation management. Visits and donations are welcome.






LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Morocco views homosexuality – and indeed any activity within the LGBTIQ+ community – as immoral. Although King Mohammed VI has called for a more open and tolerant society, public displays of affection or flamboyance are frowned upon for both gay and straight people. Morocco ranked 177 out of 202 countries in the Spartacus Gay Travel Index 2023.
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Legal Implications

Sexual activity with the same sex is illegal in Morocco, and under Article 489 of the Penal Code, it’s punishable by six months’ to three years’ imprisonment plus a fine of up to Dh1500. This law applies to two Moroccans or a foreigner and a Moroccan, but not to two foreigners. Regardless, it’s best to err on the side of caution and be discreet. Cross-dressing is considered immoral and generally associated with being homosexual. Lesbianism is not really acknowledged at all.


Gay-Friendly-ish Cities

Tangier has always been fairly open-minded thanks to its self-declared International Zone status, which attracted visitors like Truman Capote, Paul Bowles and Kenneth Williams. Marrakesh celebrated its gay adopted son, Yves Saint Laurent, by naming a street after him. Casablanca even has a few openly gay bars.



Beware the Honey Trap

A particularly nasty scam came to light in 2020 involving a social media influencer who asked her followers to reveal the identity of gay family members and friends. The result was that these people were ostracised or abused by their families or community. At least one person died by suicide. Copycats with the same aim occasionally appear on gay dating apps.


Private Travel

Using a specialist agent such as Out Adventures (outadventures.com) can be a great way to navigate the country. Its tours ensure you get the most out of the experience, by providing information on what to wear and where to go while ensuring a warm welcome from everyone you interact with.



RIGHTS ORGANISATIONS

Kif-Kif (kifkif.info) is a nongovernmental LGBTIQ-rights organisation established in Spain for Moroccans in 2004. Nassawiyat (nassawiyat.org), meaning ‘feminist’, advocates for LGBTIQ+ rights and safe spaces for the community. In Rabat, MALI (facebook.com/MALIMaroc09) campaigns against sexual discrimination and violence towards women, as well as advocating for more personal freedoms for LGBTIQ+ people. The Moroccan LGBT Community (facebook.com/TheMoroccanLGBTCommunity) seeks to decriminalise homosexuality in Morocco.


Making the Decision

Despite its conservative mindset, Morocco can still make an unforgettable trip for LGBTIQ+ travellers. A spirit of tolerance is increasingly the norm, and plenty of LGBTIQ+ people live here. Be mindful of the cultural differences and remember that you are the visitor in someone else’s home.








Accessible Travel

While Morocco presents considerable challenges for travellers with mobility, visual or hearing needs, the country is making significant progress to become a more accessible place.


Top Sights for Wheelchair Users

Don’t miss the magnificent Hassan II mosque in Casablanca, the rambunctious night food market on Marrakesh’s Djemaa El Fna and a reviving blast of salty sea air along the Corniche in Tangier.


Airport

Most Moroccan airports are fairly well equipped for travellers with reduced mobility, with ramps for wheelchair users and accessible toilets. Air Arabia and Royal Air Maroc offer accessible services, but booking in advance is essential.




Accommodation

Many ville nouvelle hotels have adapted rooms, lifts to upper floors and restaurants at ground level. Staying in a medina riad might be possible if it has flat access points and rooms around the courtyard.



MARRAKESH MAGIC

Marrakesh is mostly flat, making it easy to roam the medina and access the city’s must-visit sights, such as Jardin Majorelle, the Saadian Tombs, Bahia Palace and Ben Youssef Medersa.

Trains, Buses & Trams

Trains and buses are not wheelchair accessible, and many stations have escalators instead of lifts. Trams in Rabat and Casablanca have lower steps and are fairly accessible for people with visual impairment.

Increasing Opportunities

The Moroccan Association of Support and Assistance for People with Down Syndrome (amsat.ma) trains people with Down syndrome as chefs and servers in its restaurant in Rabat. Stop by for lunch, which is served from noon to 2pm.


RESOURCES

Morocco Accessible Travel (moroccoaccessibletravel.com) specialises in one- to two-week tours and hires out wheelchairs and mobility aids. Whether you dream of riding camels in the desert, floating in a hot-air balloon or traversing the Atlas Mountains, this outfit can make it happen.

Handi Oasis (handioasis.com) is a small hotel specifically designed for travellers with mobility needs. Fully adapted facilities span the rooms to the roof terrace and swimming pool.



REDUCING INEQUALITY

Having a disability is often stigmatised in Morocco, resulting in people being ostracised from their families and excluded from employment and education. Initiatives such as HandiPro, a recruitment platform for people with disabilities in Morocco, aim to change that.


Many companies offer adapted vehicles for transfers around the country and within cities. Tamaris Golden Tours (taxidumaroc.com/transport-for-people-with-reduced-mobility-in-morocco) offers specialised transport to the country’s most popular destinations for people with reduced mobility.








Ramadan in Morocco

Travellers to Morocco wonder whether they should visit during Ramadan, and the answer is a resounding yes. Ramadan can be one of the most touching and festive times of year.
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Saudi Arabia declares the start of Ramadan on the first sighting of the crescent moon after the ninth month of the Islamic calendar. Because of the cycle of the moon, it usually starts a day later in Morocco.

Fasting during Ramadan is obligatory for all adult Muslims who are physically able to do so. For most, it’s not just about religious obligation but a deeper form of spiritual reflection or meditation that purifies the soul and brings believers closer to Allah, thus achieving a sense of peace and serenity. Working during this time is seen as a form of prayer, and many believe Ramadan is when artisans, poets and other creative souls do their best work.

The fast lasts from dawn to dusk, and Muslims abstain from food, water, cigarettes and bodily delights. The predawn meal, known as suhoor, is followed by morning prayers and setting an intention to do good. Charity is an essential part of Ramadan culture, and most Muslims donate money, food and other essential items to those in need.

Iftar

Cannon fire signals the end of the fast and the start of iftar, the meal that breaks the fast, which is nearly always done with family and friends to build community and connection. It traditionally starts with dates and water, according to what the Prophet Muhammad is said to have done, and is followed by harira (a hearty soup made of tomatoes, onions, saffron and coriander, often with lentils, chickpeas and lamb) with chebakia (honey-drenched sesame knots). Nowadays, that might also extend to avocado and date smoothies, chicken r’fissa (stewed with lentils and fenugreek and piled on torn-up strips of trid, a thin, flat pancake) or even sushi, tacos or pizza, and it’s a joyous affair that is well worth joining.


Evening Souqs

With the end of the fast comes the socialising, and evening markets are a glittering experience of shops selling toys and trinkets, the heady aroma of spices and grilled meats at street-food stalls, and the sound of traditional music. People stay awake long into the night, and it’s a delightful time to walk around and enjoy the atmosphere.
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TARAWIH PRAYER

The tarawih is a special prayer for Ramadan performed in the evening after the isha, the last prayer of the day. It consists of 20 rakats or units of prayer, and an imam leads it in the mosque. To experience the atmosphere, position yourself near Koutoubia Mosque in Marrakesh, Hassan II Mosque in Casablanca or Mohammed V Mosque in Tangier, all of which see thousands spilling onto the streets united in a sense of oneness.






Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Cafe Opening Hours Cafes are often open from 9am to 11pm. Many have nonstop service.

Restaurant Opening Hours Lunch is typically served from noon to 2.30pm, and dinner runs from 7pm to 10.30pm.


Smoking

Smoking is a national pastime in Morocco. Nearly 25% of Moroccan men smoke, and young men and women in cool Marrakesh and Casablanca hangouts are likely to be puffing away. However, it’s rare to see older Moroccan women smoking. Public health campaigns are limited, and unfortunately, smoking inside many bars and restaurants is still allowed.

Public Toilets

Public toilets are rare outside the major cities in Morocco, and those that do exist are often not clean.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone UTC+1 (UTC during Ramadan)

Country Code 212

Emergency Numbers Police 190, medical 150

Population 38 million



Electricity 220V/50Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Morocco has about 10 public holidays per year. Some holidays, such as the start of Ramadan, Eid Al Fitr, Eid Al Adha, the Prophet’s birthday and Islamic New Year, are based on the lunar calendar, so shift dates in the Gregorian system. Banks, post offices and most shops close on the main public holidays, but transport still runs.

New Year’s Day 1 January

Labour Day 1 May

Throne Day 30 July

Revolution Day 20 August

King Mohammed VI Birthday 21 August

Prophet Muhammad Birthday 27 September

Anniversary of the Green March 6 November

Independence Day 18 November






Languages

The official language in Morocco is Arabic, which is used throughout the country. Tamazight is spoken in the Rif and Atlas Mountains. Most Amazigh also speak at least some Arabic. French is still regularly used in the cities.


In this language guide we’ve represented the Arabic phrases with the Roman alphabet using a simplified pronunciation system. The vowels are:

a as in ‘had’

aa like the ‘a’ in ‘father’

ai as in ‘aisle’

ay as in ‘day’

e as in ‘bet’

ee as in ‘beer’, only softer

i as in ‘hit’

o as in ‘note’

oo as in ‘food’

ow as in ‘how’

u as in ‘put’

Note that each consonant is pronounced. The apostrophe (’) represents the glottal stop (like the closing of the throat before saying ‘Oh-oh!’). Other consonant sounds to keep in mind are:

dh like the ‘th’ in ‘this’

gh a sound like the French ‘r’

h a strongly whispered ‘h’

kh as the ‘ch’ in the Scottish loch

q a strong, throaty ‘k’ sound

Basics

Hi. Labaas (informal).

Bikheer (response).

Hello. Assalaamu alaykum (polite).

Wa alaykum ssalaam (response).

Goodbye. Bsslaama/ma’a ssalaam.

Yes. Eeyeh.

No. La.

Please. ’Afak/’afaki/’afakum (said to m/f/pl).

Thank you. Shukran.

Excuse me. Smeh/semhee/semhu leeya.

What’s your name? Asmeetek?

My name is … Smeetee ...

Do you speak English? Wash kat’ref negleezeeya?

I don’t understand. Mafhemtsh.

Directions

Where’s the ...?

Feen kayn ...?

What’s the address?

Ashnoo hoowa l’unwan?

Please write down the address.

Kteb l’unwan ’afek.

Please show me on the map.

Werri liya men l kharita ’afak.

Time

What time is it? Shal fessa’a?

morning fessbah

afternoon fel’sheeya

evening ’sheeya

yesterday lbareh

today lyoom

tomorrow ghedda

Emergencies

Help! ’Teqnee!

Go away! Seer fhalek!

I’m ill. Ana mreed.

Call a doctor! ’Ayyet ’la shee tbeeb!

Call the police! ’Ayyet ’la lbùlees!

Eating & Drinking

What would you recommend?

Shnoo tansahni nakul?

Cheers! Bsaha!

This is excellent!

Had shshi ldeed bezzef!


NUMBERS

1

one wahed

2

two jooj

3

three tlata

4

four reb’a

5

five khamsa

6

six setta

7

seven seb’a

8

eight tmenya

9

nine tes’ood

10

ten ’ashra




ARABIC DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

algebra, coffee, cotton, guitar, monsoon, orange, safari, sofa, sugar, tariff, zero...



DARIJA

Moroccan Arabic (Darija) is a descendant of both classical and Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) that has undergone a lot of linguistic change due to the free borrowing and loan blends from several languages, especially French. This is the everyday spoken language you’ll hear when in Morocco.

Signs

All publications and signs are written in MSA, which is the common written

form in all Arabic-speaking countries.

Numbers

In Morocco, standard Western numeric symbols are used rather than those

normally used in Arabic.


Tamazight Glossary

There are three main dialects among Tamazight speakers, which in a certain sense also serve as loose lines of ethnic demarcation.

Hello. La bes darik/darim (m/f).

Hello (response). La bes.

Goodbye. Akayaoon arbee.

See you later. Akranwes daghr.

Please. Barakalaufik.

Thank you. Barakalaufik.

Yes. Yah.

No. Oho.

Excuse me. Samhiy.

How are you? Meneek antgeet?

Fine, thank you. La bes, lhamdulah.

Good. Eefulkee/eeshwa.

Bad. (Khaib) eeghshne.

Food. Teeremt.

Mule. Aserdon.

Somewhere to sleep. Kra lblast mahengane.

Water. Arman.



WHO SPEAKS MODERN STANDARD ARABIC?

Modern Standard Arabic is spoken across Northern Africa, the Arabian Peninsula and parts of the Middle East – however, not all dialects are mutually intelligible.
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Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Moroccan life


A History of Morocco in 15 Places

After a colourful colonial and dynastic past, there is a sense that Morocco has found itself.

Sally Kirby

Morocco’s Wine Renaissance

After thousands of years of cultivation, Moroccan wine is finally having a moment.

Tara Stevens

An Edible History

Sit back and savour one of the world’s most seductive cuisines.

Tara Stevens

Adventures in Architecture

Beyond geometric zellige tiles, carved cedar doorways and impressive zouak ceilings lies another era of architecture.

Mandy Sinclair

Made in Morocco

Inspiring artisans, humble workshops and centuries-old trades bring a whole new meaning to shopping local.

Mandy Sinclair

Embrace the Solitude

From shapeshifting dunes to camel caravans, the desert is one of the most spellbinding places on the planet.

Sarah Gilbert
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A HISTORY OF MOROCCO IN
15 PLACES

After a colourful colonial and dynastic past, there is a sense that Morocco has found itself in the present, and the time for ‘Maghrib’, a term used by Moroccans to denote their nationality, is now. This is demonstrated by the global presence the country is having in areas such as sporting events, culture, politics and sustainable energy development. By Sally Kirby


MOROCCO’S INDIGENOUS AMAZIGH population have at various points had to endure the domination of the Romans, the Arabs and the Europeans, and yet the Imazighen have remained strong in their traditions and beliefs, and welcoming of those who share their values. A fascinating line of dynasties have brought wealth, knowledge and unique architecture to the country, still running today under King Mohamed VI – the 23rd ruler of the Alaouite dynasty.

Historically it’s a civilisation that has fluctuated between power struggles and tribal clashes. Today the Kingdom of Morocco is a confident and self-assured country, clear in its role, strengths and valuable geographical position. A land of tolerance, acceptance and values, it’s a stable country, whose people choose duty, peace and tradition, and for the most part seem happy to allow the king and his government to rule, trusting in the overarching motto of serving God, country and king.

While Morocco is modernising rapidly and stepping into lead roles in fields such as renewable energy, there’s an emphasis on balancing this progression with preservation of its culture. It’s a country that puts family and faith first, and tunes into the international world, remaining open to discussion, yet making decisions and rules that work on a local level.

1. La Maison Traditionelle

BACK TO THE ROOTS

The earliest inhabitants of Morocco are the Imazighen, loosely translated as ‘free born’. Or, as coined by the Romans, the Berbers, which stems from ‘barbarians’. The indigenous people typically lived inland and in the mountains, maintaining deep connections to their land. La Maison Traditionelle’s privately collated Amazigh museum near Tafraoute showcases beautifully their ancestral traditions, bringing to life how several generations and animals lived together under one roof – and still do today in some areas. The Amazigh people are known for their hospitality, strength and family values: grandmothers raise kids, older kids raise younger kids. A quick Google on Amazigh queen warriors like Al Kahina will reveal how resilient, respected and unconquerable Amazigh women are.

2. Volubilis & Other Roman Ruins

SPREAD OF LATIN LEGACIES

The Imazighen came up against the Romans during the latter’s quest to conquer Morocco (known then, around 40CE, as Mauretania), which eventually became the westernmost province of the Roman Empire. This Roman legacy can be seen in the numerous archaeological sites across the country’s north. The Volubilis ruins, nowadays a Unesco World Heritage Site, are an exceptionally well preserved example of a large Roman colonial town. The Romans’ refined taste buds also brought prosperity and luxuries in the way of olive-oil production and vineyards. However, the Romans were unable to overcome the Amazigh stronghold and ancestral connection to the land, and were eventually moved on by the arrival of the Arabs.

3. Fez

HEAD IN THE BOOKS

Fez was founded in 789 by Moulay Idriss I, descendant of the Prophet Muhammad. The late 7th century saw the arrival of Islamic conquerors and travellers, bringing their faith, language and culture to Morocco. An example is the Kairaouine Library in Fez, believed to be the oldest in the world. Originally founded as a mosque by Fatima Al Fihri in 859, it was a leading educational centre of the Islamic Golden Age. Today, Fez is still considered to be the country’s cultural and spiritual centre. While the tribes rebelled against the Islamic conquerors, the Amazigh population eventually accepted Islam, recognising that its beliefs ultimately aligned with their own.

4. Marrakesh

SAHARA IN THE CITY

The 11th century saw the rise of the first native Amazigh dynasty of North Africa: the Almoravids, whose empire stretched from southern Spain into parts of sub-Saharan Africa. One of the Almoravid kings, Yusuf Ibn Tashfin, married Zainab Nafzaouia, who was known for her beauty, wit and intelligence, and became influential in the Almoravid dynasty. Yusuf built Marrakesh for his wife, and the city became the Almoravids’ new capital. The Almoravids constructed the city’s mud walls and the underground irrigation, which still supports the palmeraie today – this lush palm grove reminding the Saharan tribe of their desert roots.

5. Igiliz

ATLAS ACROPOLIS MAKING A COMEBACK

Igiliz, at 1354m, is a strategically positioned acropolis site, with incredible 360-degree views over the Anti-Atlas. The history of these 12th-century ruins are linked to Mohammed Ibn Toumart, a puritanical spiritual leader of Amazigh origin. Igiliz is considered to be the cradle of the Almohad movement, which led to the creation of the Almohad Empire – an Amazigh confederation that created an Islamic empire in North Africa and Spain from 1130 to 1269. As with many historical sites in Morocco, it was forgotten by official history. However, it’s now the focus of an ambitious archaeological restoration programme, offering a glimpse into life under the Almohad rule.

6. Badi Palace

REPELLING THE CONQUERORS

During the 16th century Morocco suffered through numerous attempted conquests. Having thwarted the Ottoman invaders, it was one of the few North African countries not to experience Ottoman rule. Morocco then had to deal with ambitious European leaders seeking to spread Christian rule. The Badi Palace, an epic monument in its day, was built by Sultan Al Mansur in Marrakesh to celebrate his victory over the Portuguese in the Battle of the Three Kings (1578). This historic defeat left the Portuguese without a king, boosted Morocco’s prestige in Europe and ended Europe’s rule in Morocco for three centuries.
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7. Saadian Tombs

PRESERVING THE GLORY YEARS

Each dynasty brought something different to Morocco. Having established themselves in Fez, Marrakesh and Agadir, the Saadian dynasty brought many years of glory, knowledge and wealth to the country. Its legacy can be seen today in the Saadian Tombs, Ben Youssef Medersa and the Badi Palace in Marrakesh. The Saadian Tombs house 60 graves of the Saadian sultans buried over two centuries. When the Saadians fell from power, Moulay Ismail dared not destroy them, instead choosing to hide them behind walls. Long forgotten, they were only rediscovered in 1917 following aerial topographical surveys by the French.
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8. Mellah, the Jewish Quarter

ADD A PINCH OF SALT

Under the rule of the Saadians from 1511 to 1659, there was a surge in Jewish communities coming to Morocco to take up roles trading in sugar and salt. Sizeable Jewish quarters were created in the medinas of Marrakesh, Essaouira and Fez. These quarters became known as mellah, a word derived from ‘salt’ in Arabic. They are a symbol of the plurality and tolerance of Morocco, with Jews and Muslims coexisting in communities, respectful of each other’s culture and religion. When Israel was created, a large number of Moroccan Jews emigrated, and the links between Morocco and Israel remain strong today.

9. Meknes

MONUMENTAL MONARCHS LEAVE THEIR MARK

The former royal capital, Meknes, is one of Morocco’s most beautiful historical cities. Its palaces, gardens and walls were styled on the Palace of Versailles, reportedly taking slaves almost half a century to build. This huge monument is said to be testimony to the will and determination of the country’s leader at the time, Moulay Ismail. Strong and ruthless, Ismail Ibn Sharif reigned for 55 years from 1672 to 1727. He established the Islamic monarchy of the Alaouite dynasty, which still reigns today. Through his iron rule, he restored order and stability, and introduced French influence through architecture and military techniques.

10. Tangier

STIRRING THE CULTURAL MELTING POT

Given its location at the northwestern tip of Africa, on the Strait of Gibraltar, it’s little wonder Tangier has been coveted by rival powers since antiquity. Rome, Carthage, Portugal, Spain, France and the UK – among others – have sought to control Tangier. In the 20th century, the city was designated an international zone, under the co-administration of European powers, becoming a haven for different cultures, religions and nationalities. Tangier was returned to Morocco following independence in 1956. A wave of 21st-century investment has rehabilitated the city after decades of waning fortunes, but the residue of past historical eras remains, creating an intoxicating mix unlike anywhere else.

11. Rabat

CHIC STREETS AND THE ROYAL SEAT

Strolling through Rabat’s leafy parks and along its wide avenues (resembling Parisian boulevards), it’s easy to see the French influence in the country’s political capital. Morocco was declared a French protectorate in 1912. This introduced European learning and thinking, and prompted the construction of study and cultural centres in Rabat, including Mohammed V University and the Moroccan National Theatre. While Europe was busy fighting in WWII, Morocco retreated into isolation, and as France’s position weakened Morocco’s independence strengthened, culminating in Morocco regaining independence in1956, and Mohammed V becoming king. Today, the city remains the official residence of the current king, Mohammed VI.

12. Tarfaya

FOOTSTEPS TO PEACE AND LIBERATION

This fishing village made its way into the history books when King Hassan II announced a peaceful demonstration over national radio in 1975. Some 350,000 unarmed Moroccan volunteers marched into the former Spanish Sahara, gathering in Tarfaya with flags and copies of the Quran. At the time, Spain’s leader, Franco, was dying, and eventually the Spanish relinquished their claim to the territory in 1976. Resistance to Morocco’s possession of the Western Sahara is still present in the form of the Polisario Front and other members of the international community. Hassan II is remembered for his progressive values and for promoting liberalisation.

13. Place Mohammed V

POWER TO THE PEOPLE

In 2011 the Arab Spring played out in Morocco as (mostly) peaceful demonstrations across the nation calling for economic and political reform. In Casablanca, citizens gathered in Place Mohammed V to ask for constitutional reform and an end to corruption in the central government. This symbolic square, built by the French in 1920, is now the city’s administrative centre, home to the law court, central bank and post office. The people are being heard, with more power given to local government, new laws introduced – including an updated ‘Mudawana’, which will grant more rights to women – and more recognition given to the Amazigh culture.

14. Kasbah Oufella

SOUTH COAST RISE FROM RUIN

It has taken a while to shake off the devastation of the earthquake that hit the city of Agadir in February 1960, leaving 60% of the city’s infrastructure in ruins and killing a third of its population. Fast-forward to 2022, and the countries’ first high-tech cable car now links the ruins of the old city, Kasbah Oufella, with the new city. Agadir continues to enjoy ambitious upgrades to its infrastructure and tourism facilities, with nearby resort Taghazout Bay welcoming six large new international hotels in 2023.

15. Pirate Prison

AHOY THERE!

The former headquarters of the notorious Salé Rovers, a band of notorious Barbary pirates, has a prime location overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. A walk through the site, with its cemetery, ramparts and bastion, tells the story of a city’s shady past and its rise as an independent pirate state back in the 17th century. During this time, Salé was at the centre of piracy, becoming a haven for the Barbary pirates, whose reach spread into the North Atlantic. Captives from as far afield as England were brought to Morocco to work as slaves in the ships and harems.




MOROCCO’S
WINE RENAISSANCE

After thousands of years of cultivation, Moroccan wine is finally having a moment. By Tara Stevens
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MOROCCO MIGHT NOT be the first place you think of as a wine destination, but the country has a long history of winemaking that dates from the time of the Phoenicians (around 800 BCE) and continued under Roman rule. In 680, when Islam was introduced to Morocco and 99% of the country converted, the industry ceased to exist until the French established a protectorate in the early 20th century and set about reinvigorating ancient vines.

Planting the Seed

Unlike in Europe, where the phylloxera parasite devastated most of the continent’s wines in the 19th century, Morocco’s vines thrived in the warm sun and the fertile earth of the plains around Meknes, the country’s main grape-growing region. The French exported much of the must (grape juice) to France and elsewhere in Europe to cover their wine losses at home. Nevertheless, a seed was sown in Morocco. By the 1990s, King Hassan II, who graduated from the University of Bordeaux in 1952, began campaigning for the reinvigoration of the Moroccan wine trade. The emergence of a wine culture led to the establishment of the country’s first Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée (AOC, a certification that the wine was produced in a specific area), Coteaux de l’Atlas Premier Cru, in 1998. Moroccan wines started to flourish, and the country now has 14 recognised wine-growing regions, produces around 50 million bottles a year and is fast gaining the attention of critics who see huge potential in its evolution.

Moroccan wines have a great deal of variety. Built on diverse varieties such as cabernet sauvignon, grenache, merlot, syrah and tempranillo for red wines, and chardonnay, grenache blanc, sauvignon, viognier and sauvignon blanc for white wines, Morocco’s unique climate combines hot days and cool nights with a distinctive terroir. The country’s soil types range from sand to limestone and clay, providing ideal conditions for interesting wines.

New Names

Despite the interesting terroir, up until 20 years ago the wines on offer were fairly basic, mostly simple table wines. But the late ’90s and Noughties saw a breed of young French winemakers, keen to escape the rules and regulations of their own AOCs, appear, ready and willing to share their knowledge and make their mark on Moroccan wines.

It all started with Morocco’s oldest winery, Thalvin – Domaine Ouled Thaleb. Established in 1926, it produces one of the country’s most iconic wines, Tandem (also called Syrocco in different markets), thanks to the vision of Rhône Valley winemaker Alain Graillot. A pioneer of hand-harvested, low-intervention winemaking, Graillot came across the estate while on a cycling holiday in Morocco with his wife and got chatting with the owners to discover they shared a passion for syrah. They agreed on the spot to create Syrah du Maroc, a juicy, plummy, blackberry-rich wine with notes of violet and black pepper. Although Graillot died in 2019, his legacy lives on. The winery also makes the immensely popular S de Siroua and a zesty Médaillon Sauvignon Blanc.

Around the same time that Graillot was working his magic in the north, exciting things were happening further south, about 20km inland from Essaouira. French winemaker Charles Mélia, who’d made a name for himself in the French region of Châteauneuf-du-Pape in the mid-1990s, established Val d’Argan. Rejecting potential sites in Chile and Argentina, he chose a small plot of land for its cooling Atlantic breezes, planted the vineyards with sorghum to protect them from the fierce Moroccan sun and worked the land by camel, eventually earning himself certification as Morocco’s first organic winery. His wines are notably different from those further north: more floral, terroir-driven and tinged with a splash of salinity.
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MOROCCO’S UNIQUE CLIMATE COMBINES HOT DAYS AND COOL NIGHTS WITH A DISTINCTIVE TERROIR. THE COUNTRY’S SOIL TYPES RANGE FROM SAND TO LIMESTONE AND CLAY, PROVIDING IDEAL CONDITIONS FOR INTERESTING WINES.

The Heart of the Industry

In north-central Morocco, Meknes remains the heart of the industry and home to the country’s biggest conglomerate, Les Celliers de Meknès, which produces around 30 million bottles of wine a year. While much of what it makes is fairly pedestrian and accounts for most of what you see on Carrefour shelves (the only supermarket chain in Morocco that sells alcohol), there are some exceptions, notably from its flagship winery Château Roslane, which produces the excellent Les Coteaux de l’Atlas Chardonnay – a Bordeaux-style red blend of cabernet sauvignon, merlot and syrah – and a drinkable fizz that goes by the name of La Perle du Sud.

Strong newcomers are on the scene too. Catalan winemaker Albert Costa was brought in to consult on how the wines evolve at Château Roslane, creating Azayi from the Zayane vineyard. As in California and France, the odd celebrity is even getting in on the act, with French actor Gérard Depardieu producing the punchy reds of Lumière and Eclipse on his estate Les Deux Domaines.

Les Celliers de Meknès might produce most of the wine in Morocco, but as in other wine-growing countries, it’s always worth seeking out smaller boutique brands for more unusual and interesting wines. Also in the Meknes region, Domaine de la Zouina was transformed by French chateau owners Gérard Gribelin and Philippe Gervosonare in 2002. They make the multi-award-winning Volubilia and Epicuria, as well as superlative olive oil. Newcomer Domaine de Baccari makes Première de Baccari Cuvée Rosée, a rosé so dreamy that it appears on the menus of some of the best restaurants in Paris. In the tiny village of Had El Brachoua, wedged between Casablanca and Rabat, La Ferme Rouge winemaker Jacques Poulain produces affordable, excellent-quality Le Blanc, Le Gris and Le Rouge. The Clos Hermitage white, a blend of viognier, grenache blanc and clairette by Domaine des 3 Cavaliers, is wonderfully complex, rich with ripe peaches and apricots, and a fabulous partner to a chicken tajine with preserved lemons and olives.

The Perfect Pairing

In terms of flavour profile, Moroccan wines are made for food. Drinkers will find fresh, easy-drinking gris (a pale rosé wine popularised in southern France), whites that run the gamut from subtly citrusy to ripe with tropical fruits and toasted nuts, rosés that prickle with pepper, and fruit-forward reds brimming with sweet spices, chocolate and coffee. You’ll no doubt detect cumin, cinnamon and even a little ginger if you close your eyes and romanticise, but you are guaranteed a glass that goes beautifully with Morocco’s rich combinations of salty and sweet, meat and fruit, acid and spice.

Wine & Islamic Morocco

How does Morocco’s wine industry fit in with the country’s conservative Islamic culture, which frowns on alcohol? Wine sales are restricted in many parts of the country, including cities like Fez. But in Casablanca, Rabat and Marrakesh, Moroccans are as partial to a glass of wine with dinner as much as their French counterparts. The Moroccan government has recognised the importance of the wine industry to the country’s economy and is taking steps to support its growth, including promotion for investment, tax incentives, financial support for wineries and tentative dips into the development of wine tourism.

Val d’Argan offers tastings and winery tours complemented by a solid restaurant serving local dishes and a small B&B should you wish to indulge and stay the night. Tucked away among an ocean of vines, the cellars at Château Roslane are as impressive as the old-world wineries of France, Spain and Italy, and the boutique hotel and fine-dining restaurant allow you to truly immerse yourself. Domaine de la Zouina took inspiration from New World haciendas and offers tastings that pair its wine with local cheeses, chocolate or a multicourse lunch. Make an appointment to enjoy the spread.

The Future Unfolds

The Moroccan wine industry is enjoying something of a renaissance, and the time has come for Moroccan wines to start winning awards and accolades at competitions worldwide. Investment in modern technology and techniques to improve the quality and consistency of the wines, combined with ambitious owners extending invitations to guest makers from around the world, is supercharging change. The burgeoning interest in making unique, artisanal and terroir-driven wines points to a bright future, and it’s only a matter of time before Morocco becomes a more serious player on the world winemaking stage.
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AN EDIBLE
HISTORY

Sit back and savour one of the world’s most seductive cuisines. By Tara Stevens
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IMAGINE A HEART-WARMING bowl of split-pea soup drizzled with olive oil and sprinkled with salt and cumin or the scent of orange blossom wafting towards you from a hillock of buttery couscous that reveals, buried within, chunks of saffron chicken. Picture a dinner that starts with endless bowls of fragrant seasonal salads and appetisers followed by a meltingly tender lamb shank smothered in cinnamon-scented caramelised onions or a crunchy pie dusted with sugar that shatters to reveal sumptuous shredded pigeon perfumed with ras el hanout. Dream of the crescent-shaped pastries stuffed with marzipan and heaping piles of dark, fleshy cherries served with a steaming glass of mint tea delicately garnished with rose petals that signal the end of a meal. These dishes are just a tiny taste of the sensuous nature of Moroccan cuisine.

International Influences

Modern Moroccan cuisine has had numerous influences: Amazigh, Arab, African, Mediterranean, Jewish and French. Food travelled with nomads into palaces, from peaceful villages to hectic metropolises, and across land, sea and desert.

To properly understand Moroccan food, you must go back millennia. The country’s earliest inhabitants were nomadic Amazigh tribes, whose diets consisted primarily of grains such as barley and wheat and pulses like lentils, chickpeas and fava beans that grew in the arid environment. They were great foragers and used wild herbs such as thyme and oregano and hearty greens like bakkoula (mallow), which are all still widely used in contemporary Moroccan cooking. Meat was eaten only on special occasions or when sheep or goats died. These contributions formed the backbone of Moroccan food as we know it today.

Imazighen & Arabs

The Imazighen can be thanked for several of Morocco’s most emblematic dishes, including couscous, traditionally eaten on Fridays (the Muslim holy day); harira, a hearty soup made with tomatoes, lentils and chickpeas, and typically used to break the fast during Ramadan; and tajine, cooked over charcoal in a clay pot with a conical lid that bears the same name. Communal ovens were – and still are – used to bake bread. In rural areas, domed ovens are made from compacted mud and straw, and in urban cities, large ovens bake for the whole neighbourhood.

When the Arabs arrived in the 7th century, they brought new techniques and more crucially a wide variety of spices, such as cinnamon, saffron and cumin. Cooking evolved over the years, and by the 12th century Morocco was under the rule of the Almohads, who introduced the concept of melding sweet and savoury dishes, a flavour profile that set the scene for the most revered dishes in Moroccan cuisine today. Think beef and prunes and lamb with quinces. When Morocco became a trading centre in the 15th and 16th centuries, the cuisine really took off.

Iberian Ingredients, French Finesse

Spanish and Portuguese conquistadors, who had strongholds dotted around the Moroccan coast, heralded the arrival of new ingredients such as tomatoes, potatoes and peppers, which sent cooks spinning in a different direction. The result was some of the country’s most emblematic dishes, such as zalouk (smoky aubergine and tomato salad) and taktuka (slowly braised and spiced sweet peppers), which regularly grace dinner tables across the country today.

Around the same time, Morocco started to be heavily influenced by Andalusian cooking following the expulsion of Muslims from the region under the Catholic kings between 1609 and 1614. This coincided with the rise of the Saadian dynasty in the 17th century, which saw the emergence of a more refined and luxurious cuisine. With Fez as their capital, the Saadians ushered in a new era of courtly cuisine, sometimes also known as Fassi cuisine, which emerged as an early form of fine dining. Characterised by its rich and complex flavours, slow-cooking techniques, and the abundant use of herbs, spices, dried fruits, nuts and aromatics such as preserved lemons and olives, this cuisine was an ingenious way of elevating humble ingredients into extraordinary meals.

When the French arrived in 1912, they too added their own sprinkling of magic, particularly in the form of patisserie, ice cream, wine and a penchant for going to restaurants. Before this, dining out hadn’t really existed, and it was considered shameful to think that you might need to, for what would that suggest about the culinary prowess of your wife or mother? But as tourism started to develop, emerging restaurants came up with a notion of what tourists wanted to eat. Unfortunately, it was generally a mediocre repertoire of the same thing over and over again: overly sweet beef with prunes, flavourless couscous that was nothing like the rich, humble-yet-regal dishes served in homes. Great dishes like chicken r’fissa (stewed with lentils and fenugreek and often eaten to mark the halfway point of Ramadan, as well as being fortifying stew for mothers who have just given birth) were nowhere to be seen.

Modern Moroccan

Fast forward a few decades and Moroccans returning from studying or working abroad eagerly put their own stamp on the country’s cuisine, as were foreigners arriving in Morocco looking for sunshine and a more laid-back way of life. Today dishes and techniques are evolving all the time. Restaurants are increasingly melding Moroccan flavours with global influences but they always maintain one foot firmly grounded in their roots: an insistence on fresh, locally sourced and seasonal ingredients. The diaspora has a burgeoning new Moroccan cuisine too, with chefs such as Mourad Lahlou making waves in San Francisco for his shredded duck bastilla, Faycal Bettioui drawing on his Moroccan roots to produce Michelin-starred dishes at Zur Krone in Germany and Sydney-based Hassan M’souli penning the critically acclaimed cookbook Make it Moroccan.

A renaissance in Moroccan food also looks set to put the country on the map as one of the world’s leading culinary destinations. Morocco has four restaurants on the World’s 50 Best list for the Middle East and North Africa: La Grande Table Marocaine, Sesamo and +61 in Marrakesh, and Iloli in Casablanca. Rising stars on Morocco’s culinary scene are opening countless cool restaurants. There’s never been a better time to visit Morocco and try the cuisine for yourself.

What to Eat Where

The Rif Mountains, on Morocco’s impossibly beautiful Mediterranean coast, are known for bread, cheese and honey. The bread, called khobz al tawa, is made from wheat and barley flour and cooked on hot coals. It is the perfect vehicle for a fresh white cheese called j’ben, made from goat’s milk or a mix of cow and goat’s milk. Try both versions drizzled with local honey for breakfast.

Coursing down the Moroccan Atlantic through cities like Oualidia – famed for its oysters and lobster – Essaouira and Agadir, fresh fish is king. Every cook has his or her own spin on chermoula, the region’s signature seasoning, which combines fresh herbs such as coriander and parsley with garlic, lemon juice, cumin and paprika. Once you’ve tried it, you’ll never want to eat fish another way.

On the plains between Fez and Meknes, olive groves and vines flourish, producing some of the best oils (look out for Noor and Meknes extra virgin olive oil) and excellent wines. The region south of Essaouira and into the Anti-Atlas is celebrated for argan oil. It can be used in sweet and savoury dishes, and is particularly delicious for dressing salads or drizzling over grilled vegetables.

Marrakesh is the country’s hot spot for cool new restaurants, but it’s also the seat of some of Morocco’s most traditional dishes. Tanjia, not to be confused with tajine, is cooked in a terracotta urn in the embers of the hammam. Made with beef, lamb and sometimes camel, it is traditionally prepared by a butcher who adds preserved lemon, spices and a little oil, seals the pot with parchment paper and leaves it at the hammam for several hours.

Once you get to the desert, fresh fruit and vegetables become more scarce, and meat figures much more predominantly, often slowly baked in a searingly hot sand pit and stuffed into taguella, a flatbread made from barley or wheat flour.

During Ramadan, the first meal of the day, known as suhoor, is typically eaten before sunrise and consists of nourishing foods, fresh fruits and juices that help sustain and hydrate the body throughout a day of fasting. After sunset, the fast is broken with a meal called iftar. It typically begins with dates and milk, followed by harira with chebakia (a sweet sesame pastry drenched in syrup), msemen (a square folded pancake) and harcha (a coarse semolina bread) served with honey, cheese or jam. Kebabs, tajines or bastillas come next before ending with heaping piles of sweet pastries and seasonal fruit.
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TODAY DISHES AND TECHNIQUES ARE EVOLVING ALL THE TIME. RESTAURANTS ARE INCREASINGLY MELDING MOROCCAN FLAVOURS WITH GLOBAL INFLUENCES BUT THEY ALWAYS MAINTAIN ONE FOOT FIRMLY GROUNDED IN THEIR ROOTS: AN INSISTENCE ON FRESH, LOCALLY SOURCED AND SEASONAL INGREDIENTS.




ADVENTURES IN
ARCHITECTURE

Beyond geometric zellige tiles, intricately carved cedar doorways and impressive zouak ceilings lies another era of architecture. By Mandy Sinclair
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Banque du Maroc, Casablanca | Mitzo/Shutterstock ©

ART DECO AND ART NOUVEAU flourished in Europe at the time of the French Protectorate in Morocco. With the arrival of international architects, these styles appeared in Casablanca too, but often with a local touch. Dubbed neo-Moorish, this architectural style blended European art deco and art nouveau with Moroccan touches – zellige tiles to decorate facades and intricately carved stucco, to name a couple.

Casablanca’s downtown core is a fine example of early-20th-century architecture in Morocco. During the Protectorate era (1912–56), General Lyautey identified the city as the country’s economic hub. Subsequently, it experienced significant growth as rural populations and international residents seeking opportunity flocked to Casablanca. The port was expanded and new neighbourhoods sprang up across town, and the architectural vestiges of Casablanca’s economic and population booms are still visible today.

Just steps away from the Ancienne Medina (Old Medina), the administrative centre developed during the Protectorate years and today is known as the Place Mohammed V. Cornering the square is the Banque du Maroc – Bank al-Maghrib. Built in neo-Moorish style, the golden facade features diamond-shaped motifs similar to those found on Beni Ouarain rugs, and is topped with patterns similar to those found on minarets dating back to the Almohad dynasty.

Across the street, the post office with its blue-and-green-tiled facade, chiselled zellige, marble mail slots (with destinations clearly noted) and green roof tiles is also built in neo-Moorish architectural style. The medallions on the building’s exterior serve as a reminder of the important role the city once played in airmail services.

Side streets jutting off the main square are lined with commercial and residential buildings. A huge stone crown tops the aptly named La Princière building. In the nearby Place du 16 November, passersby are surrounded by architectural gems at every turn. Of note is the Tazi Building, where art deco–style pine cones add a decorative touch to the corners of the geometric brackets, and brightly coloured zellige mosaics add pops of colour around the window frames on this whitewashed building. The ocean-liner-styled exterior and interior staircases of the Bendahan Building (1935) are examples of the art deco subgenre called streamline moderne. Inside, marble floors in geometric patterns decorate the lobby, while above natural light shines through a geometric, glass and wrought-iron eight-point-star fixture. The motifs surrounding the light fixture are the same as those seen on the building’s exterior.

An Outdoor Architectural Museum

Boulevard Mohammed V is a true outdoor architectural museum. Whitewashed buildings largely dating back to the 1910s and 1920s dot either side of this street, once dubbed the Champs-Élysées of Casablanca. Grand buildings are adorned with traditional Moroccan touches such as colourful zellige and lace-like carved stucco alongside art deco motifs.

Given the theatres dotting the downtown core, and the apartment blocks under construction, it only makes sense that the hotels – the Hotel Transatlantique (1922) with its carved stucco surrounding the grand art deco entrance, the art nouveau Hotel Volubilis (1920) and art deco Hotel Lincoln (1916; currently under reconstruction) – would host travellers and new residents waiting for construction to wrap up and move into new apartments in this neighbourhood as the city prospered.

Casamemoire (casamemoire.org), a Casablanca-based heritage-protection organisation, provides access to various buildings during its annual heritage days to increase awareness of the value of 20th-century architecture. If you’re lucky, your visit may coincide with a heritage day.

Meeting Modernism in Morocco

In the mid-20th century, new styles began to emerge internationally – and these styles eventually made their way to Morocco. Elie Azagury, one of the country’s first modernist architects, founded the Group of Moroccan Modern Architects (GAMMA) following the country’s independence. It was at this time that a unique Moroccan architectural identity influenced by international styles emerged.

International styles, such as brutalism, known for its use of raw materials and monochromatic tones, were adapted with Moroccan touches. Brutalist structures, normally raw concrete, were often painted in Morocco (white in Casablanca, pink in Marrakesh, for example). Rabat and Casablanca, given their locations as administrative and economic capitals, have an abundance of brutalist buildings – such as universities, schools and government buildings – that were built quickly post-independence. In another Moroccan twist, these buildings were sometimes decorated with glazed tiles, like the Postal Sorting Centre (1979) in Casablanca. Collaborations between architects and artists were common at this time, and the Postal Sorting Centre’s ground-floor mosaic is a notable example of this.

The asymmetrical lines and sleek minimalism of modernism made its way into the construction of villas and hotels that eventually popped up around the country. Now housing an outpost of a French cafe chain called Paul, the modernist Villa Suissa (1947), built by Jean-Paul Zevaco and Paolo Messina, still retains its rounded marble fireplace, where customers can now sip coffee. On the 2nd floor, a sleek bar with its Gaudí-esque bar stools recalls bygone days. From the garden area at the front of the villa the spacecraft-like exterior is in full view.

Mémoire des Architectes Modernes Marocains (MAMMA) Group works to preserve post-independence architecture in Morocco and launched its brutalist map to Casablanca in 2019. Some sights included on the map are open to the public, including Jean-Francois Zevaco’s Agadir Street Market, which shelters vendors from the elements with overhead concrete slabs. The map is available for purchase online and at select shops throughout Morocco (mammagroup.org/moderncasablancamap).

Other private villas, open to the public during special events, include the Villa Camembert (1962) – also known as Villa Ronde, given its circular design. German architect Wolfgang Ewerth applied Le Corbusier’s five key architectural points when designing this circular home, visible from the main road. Part of the home is supported by pilotis, and it also features an open-concept plan, a roof garden, and vertical windows covering the entire facade.

The Ateliers Vincent Timsit (1952), another one of Zevaco’s industrial spaces, though not typically open to the public, is still worth a visit for its modernist exterior. Strategically placed tinted windows allowed for airflow (and the sun to beam through) as the office workers once sat at their desks nearby. An interior spiral concrete staircase leads to the 2nd-floor offices.

Eventually modernism reached beyond Casablanca. Some of the most notable examples of this mid-century architectural style were designed by architectural duo Abdeslem Faraoui and Patrice de Mazières, who built modernist hotels nationwide to accommodate Morocco’s growing tourism industry.

A Tourist Hub

Similar to other ville nouvelles throughout the country, Marrakesh’s Gueliz district grew during the Protectorate era. The city’s burgeoning status as a tourism destination saw cinemas and theatres spring up to cater to the influx of visitors. These buildings included the Serge Escharavil–designed Ciné-Palace (1926), whose art deco facade can still be seen today. Bagatelle (1949), a restaurant just across the street, houses an art nouveau ceiling and a collection of old ticket stubs, photos and memorabilia lining nearly every inch of wall space. Nearby Koutoubia Hotel (1930s), typical of many buildings from that era, mixes Moroccan and art nouveau touches into a neo-Moorish style.

The main drag, Ave Mohamed V, was designed for commerce with low-rise buildings, many of which are built in art deco style, covered with arcades providing protection from the sun. Moroccan elements may include square zellige tiles covering exterior entrances, and wrought-iron doors with the same geometric patterns (typically made from zellige tiling) that are often found adorning palace walls.
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Blvd Mohammed V, Casablanca | GARY YIM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

BOULEVARD MOHAMMED V IS A TRUE OUTDOOR ARCHITECTURAL MUSEUM. WHITEWASHED BUILDINGS LARGELY DATING BACK TO THE 1910S AND 1920S DOT EITHER SIDE OF THIS STREET, ONCE DUBBED THE CHAMPS-ÉLYSéES OF CASABLANCA.

Moroccan Architecture Today

Moroccan architect Aziza Chaouni, with the help of a Getty Foundation grant, is working with the owner of the Sidi Harazem thermal bath to conserve the complex. Located near Fez, it was designed in 1960 by Jean-François Zevaco. This effort demonstrates the twin challenges facing architectural enthusiasts in Morocco: to preserve old architectural stock while building new.

Speaking of new, Casablanca-based Atelier Rachid Andaloussie Architecte is a firm behind many notable buildings nationwide, including Azemmour’s artisanal complex, the Grand Théâtre de Casablanca (2019) in the city centre, and Rabat’s national library. In Marrakesh, Karl Fournier and Olivier Marty, the French duo behind architecture firm Studio KO, have used craftsmanship and local skills to leave their mark in Marrakesh with their award-winning Musée Yves Saint Laurent (2017) and classic interiors at the city’s famed Grande Café de la Poste and Essaouira’s Heure Bleue hotel, among others.

Meanwhile, in Rabat starchitect Zaha Hadid left her mark in the form of the white spaceship-like Grand Théatre de Rabat (2020), a building said to be inspired by the adjacent Bou Regreg River.




MADE IN
MOROCCO

Inspiring artisans, humble workshops and centuries-old trades bring a whole new meaning to shopping local. By Mandy Sinclair
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Lamp maker, Marrakesh | (Photo by Creative Touch Imaging Ltd./NurPhoto via Getty Images)

FAR REMOVED FROM the big-box stores of Western culture and click-of-a-button online retailers is the bustling and inspiring area of the Marrakesh medina known as the souqs. In this area, each trade occupies its own souq (market), forming a self-sustaining artisan district.

Visit the souqs early, before the streets are too bustling, and you might observe artisans stopping for breakfast en route to their workshops. At one little corner of the medina, a stone’s throw from the leather district, a man sells bissara. This cooked bean soup is ladled into bowls and drizzled with olive oil, and usually accompanied by piping-hot tea and the melodic sound of the Quran being recited in the background. It’s a popular breakfast spot for tradespeople working nearby.

Not far away is Souq Smata, the shoemaking district, and Souq Cherratine, the leather district. Daily (except Friday) leather markets attract leathersmiths seeking skins to turn into shoes and bags. Rolls of lining for the bags and tread for shoes retail steps away. Near the Medersa Ben Youssef, recently tanned skins dry in the sunshine. Knife sharpeners ensure dulled tools are honed in mere moments. All shops and services are close by.

By midday the area is typically in full hustle mode. Pots of tea are delivered to small workshops where they’re sipped as the artisans toil away, televisions screening the news or a football game. As lunch approaches, shopkeepers prepare the vegetables and meat to create a tajine over a gas bottle next to their shop. Meanwhile women, sitting on woven stools (also made in the souqs), sell bread from their small wooden tables – a ‘shopfront’ that is easily transportable.

It’s these workshops, tucked down the tiny alleyways of the Marrakesh medina, to which locals, expats and riad owners flock to furnish their residences or guesthouses. Travellers, too, frequent the souqs, seeking the perfect souvenir, and often spending hours admiring the goods on display, feeling each woven thread or each surface of wooden boxes with mother-of-pearl inlay.

Speaking of souvenirs, glazed glass welded together into starlike lanterns and perfectly imperfect lanterns hammered into various shapes and sizes create a magical photo backdrop. Then there are the rugs that occupy, in a riot of colours, the walls of the carpet shops in Souq Zrabi, the carpet souq. Identifiable by their diamond pattern, the cream-coloured Beni Ouarain rugs hail from the Middle Atlas. Taznakht rugs are identifiable by their diamond and triangle patterns in hues of blue, orange and red, and their use of three different weaving styles: flat weave, embroidery and knots.

Upscale retailers offer clients an opportunity to create a bespoke carpet in the colour and contemporary design of their choice before women get to work handweaving the rug on a loom. Note that the timeframes vary, and it may take months to receive your custom order.

They seem huge, but when packaged to take home, rugs can often be taken on board as hand luggage.

Modern Designs for Modern Use

Finding handmade goods in Marrakesh souqs that will fit into your home decor is a valid consideration for shoppers. Fortunately, the artisans in Marrakesh seem attuned to overseas trends and create products well suited to international travellers keen to drop a few dirhams in exchange for a unique souvenir. Take, for example, the woven wool pompom blankets made in cooperatives outside town and even some little workshops throughout the medina. The colour combinations and styles of these warm winter blankets change constantly to keep pace with design trends.

In the leather district, the intricately embroidered and boldly coloured leather bags traditionally used by Amazigh men in rural areas will add another pop of colour to your browsing. If you’re lucky, you may even find an artisan handstitching one of these leather bags. These artisans are a rare sight, and it can only be hoped that their skills are passed on to the next generation at work somewhere less visible than a workshop in the old city.

Colourful artwork representing different trades and professions – yoga teacher, psychologist and lawyer – make for one-of-a-kind souvenirs, and are available throughout the medina. Occasionally, wanderers may stumble upon an artist at work on his latest interpretation, an opportunity to purchase directly from the artist.

In Souq Seffarine (copperware souq), a group of young men hammer metal trays back to their original state for resale. Other metalsmiths hammer sheets of copper into lanterns, keen to pass over the tools so that visitors can try their hand and perhaps gain an appreciation of the effort required to create the final product.

In another small workshop deep in Souq Haddadine (metal souq), an artisan armed with a chisel carves decorative tiles from wet stucco as tourists pass by, occasionally stopping to admire him at work. This type of craftwork is typically displayed in older homes and palaces. Here passersby can purchase a tile to display at home or have their own unique ideas brought to life. Be sure to negotiate the price and delivery date in advance.
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Time to Get to Work

If you’ve strolled through the Marrakesh medina, you’ll have seen many colourful babouches (slippers) for sale. One such shop is tucked away just off Souq Semmarine, on one of the souq’s main thoroughfares. This sprawling shop displays perfectly straight rows of slippers in a rainbow of leathers and suede to tempt shoe lovers. Once tempted, the hardest part always seems to be: what colour tassel to add to each pair?

Ateliers d’Ailleurs (ateliersdailleurs.com) allows shoppers to gain a deeper appreciation and understanding of the traditional craft of shoemaking via half-day workshops upon request. At the workshop, inside the artisan’s shop and studio, aspiring shoemakers get to roll up their sleeves and, under the guidance of Youssef, the shoemaker, create babouches of their own. Afterwards, students get to leave with the colourful footwear they made.

Students begin by choosing the preferred colour of leather and taking the measurements, then they get to work cutting out the patterns and stretching the leather of what will become their new shoes. Youssef steps in and takes care of sewing the pieces together. But it’s up to the student to form the shoes – a real physical effort.

The workshop takes about three hours, maybe more when taking into consideration the tea break (with Moroccan biscuits). In between, customers pop into the shop, attracted by the colours lining the wall at Ateliers d’Ailleurs, asking the price of the slippers – no doubt unaware of the time and labour required to make the shoes, let alone source the materials. Something that can no longer be said of Youssef’s students.

In addition to walk-in traffic, the shopkeepers are often fulfilling wholesale orders to ship internationally. These interactions serve as a reminder that what we see for sale throughout the souqs is a percentage of what’s produced, as so much is shipped to foreign markets.

Fresh from making your own pair of babouches, you may want to take part in Ateliers d’Ailleurs’ tadelakt workshop. A satiny, hand-polished limestone plaster, tadelakt adorns the walls of many riads (guesthouses) throughout the medina, often in a rainbow of colours from bright turquoise to a glossy grey. Workshoppers learn the trade by getting their (gloved) hands directly in the lime solution and slapping it on the surface of the jewellery box they will eventually leave with. But before doing so, the surface is smoothed, ensuring there’s no bumps and space untouched. It’s then polished with the famous black soap, traditionally used to soften your skin before a scrub down at the hammam.
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Souq Smata, Marrakesh | A.Pushkin/Shutterstock ©

IT’S THESE WORKSHOPS, TUCKED DOWN THE TINY ALLEYWAYS OF THE MARRAKESH MEDINA, TO WHICH LOCALS, EXPATS AND RIAD OWNERS FLOCK TO FURNISH THEIR RESIDENCES OR GUESTHOUSES. TRAVELLERS, TOO, FREQUENT THE SOUQS, SEEKING THE PERFECT SOUVENIR.

Precision and Patience in the Zellige Workshop

If shoemaking is not your thing, try your hand at working alongside a master zellige artist during a half-day workshop, also bookable through Ateliers D’Ailleurs. Armed with tools and colourful tiles, you’ll learn to carve the intricate pieces needed to create the gorgeous geometric patterns that form tiled mosaics. It requires a lot of patience, and that’s just to create one piece of the puzzle – the type that adorns vast expanses of some grand medina palaces. The artisans state that to become a expert, you must spend months learning each stage of the process. Only then can you hope to create the masterpieces on display not only in palaces, but also in homes, on tabletops and at water fountains.

To fully appreciate this art, visit Marrakesh’s Musée des Confluences or the Ben Youssef Medersa. Try running your hand over the zellige-lined walls, feeling each little groove and individually placed piece. You’ll be amazed anew at the vision, art and stamina of the artists who create them.

If you want a zellige souvenir to take home, seek out Khalid Efassi in the Souq Medersa, the only zellige artist on the street. Khalid sits on the floor, surrounded by pieces ready for sale – coasters, sidetables, house numbers – arranged in perfect zellige patterns and a myriad of colours. On the ground around him lie boldly coloured tiles ready for chiselling into the perfect zellige shape. He will often quickly hammer out a heart, which he hands over graciously as a souvenir to those who visit his little workshop. Bespoke pieces like chiselled zellige house numbers are often produced quite quickly, while sidetables may take longer to produce in the desired colour scheme. Let your imagination run wild to create a bespoke piece.
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Zellige, Musée des Confluences at Dar El Bacha, Marrakesh | CKTRAVELS.COM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Hammering it Out

If metalwork is your preference, take a workshop with Mohammed through Ateliers D’Ailleurs in Marrakesh. Mohammed produces ornaments for small boutiques around the city. On the walls, photos and certificates recognise his talents, and his showroom overflows with admirable designs and unique pieces. During the hands-on workshop, students hammer a piece of metal into perfect position, before rounding it into a small bowl. It’s no easy feat, for the arms or the ears. But the end result – a little catch-all handmade in the Marrakesh medina – is worth it.

These workshops and the artisans like Mohammed who work in them represent a craft and a way of life that is increasingly under siege. In a world where so much of what we consume is mass produced and factory-made in faraway lands, the connection to who makes the goods we bring into our homes is being lost. The cheapest product often wins, reducing the market for handmade goods and threatening the livelihood of the artisans who make them. The result? Traditional artisan skills are lost as factory-made items take over.

These experiences also pose questions about negotiating for lower prices while navigating the souqs. How hard should you haggle for a one-of-a-kind Morocco souvenir, given the artisanal knowledge and skills that went into creating it? What might a significantly lower price mean for the artisan? If you’ve participated in workshops, you know the answer.




EMBRACE
THE SOLITUDE

From shapeshifting dunes to camel caravans, the desert is one of the most spellbinding places on the planet. By Sarah Gilbert
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IN TODAY’S HYPER-CONNECTED world, there are few places where you can truly switch off. The desert is one of them. Wander away from your camp, not far enough to get lost but just enough to feel like the desert is yours alone, and scramble up a wind-sculpted dune. Then sit and marvel at the stillness and watch as the sun’s last rays paint the sandscape gold, orange, red and purple by turns before the dunes’ silhouette turns black and the first brilliant stars dot the sky.

In fact, deserts aren’t defined by sand but by their lack of precipitation; the Sahara is the third-largest desert in the world behind the Antarctic and Arctic. And Morocco is defined by its geography; the High Atlas peaks cut across the country in a jagged diagonal line, and to the south lie oases and desert, which begins in a sun-bleached mix of sand and rock known as hamada and ends in a sand sea that stretches all the way to the Atlantic Ocean to the west and beyond the Algerian border to the east.

It was across this harsh and uncompromising terrain that the trans-Saharan caravans began to ply their trade, crossing a network of routes from North to sub-Saharan Africa with a cargo of gold, salt, spices, ivory and slaves, reaching a peak between the 7th and 14th centuries.

And it was all thanks to the introduction of the camel from Arabia. More suited to the desert environment than horses, camels can survive on minimal water and cover long distances carrying heavy cargo. Loping across the dunes on a long-lashed dromedary is still the best way to discover the desert.

For humans, water was essential to the expeditions and oasis outposts developed wherever green slivers of shimmering palms cut through the buff-coloured earth. Today, the remains of the once-magnificent trading city of Sijilmassa are all but obscured by sand and only the ruin of an ornate gateway hints at its 8th-century importance, when it was the staging post for caravans of up to 12,000 camels heading south to the salt mines of what is now Mali, then on to Ghana and Niger, where a pound of Saharan salt was traded for an ounce of African gold.

An icon of desert architecture is the fortress-like earthen kasbah. These sanctuaries from would-be bandits, scorching summers and freezing winters included small rooms built around courtyards with animals kept downstairs while merchants slept upstairs.

But more than just a place to sleep, they were hotbeds of cultural exchange. People of different languages, customs and religions mingled within the high walls, trading stories, food and ideas, as well as merchandise. And desert crossroads culture is still alive and well in oasis towns such as Zagora – home to the fabled ‘52 days to Timbuktu’ sign – and Amezrou, where metal Amazigh, Muslim, Jewish and sub-Saharan African talismans are still hand-beaten among the crumbling mud-brick buildings.
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Sijilmassa | SERHIR M/Shutterstock ©

Flora and Fauna

Outside the oases, with summer daytime temperatures hovering around 50°C, the seemingly barren landscape isn’t just the domain of dromedaries but provides refuge for a surprising variety of desert-adapted flora and fauna.

Spiky tamarisks and thorny acacias have developed slender leaves to reduce evaporation and long roots to reach down to water. The oases’ lofty palms provide wood for construction, leaves for roofs, ropes, baskets and mats, along with dates, a superfood rich in fibre and antioxidants. Desert dwellers believe that if you were lost among the dunes, you could survive on water and just seven dates a day.

There are smaller, hard-to-spot mammals too. The fennec, or desert fox, has huge bat-like ears that help keep it cool. It lives underground, emerging at night to hunt the jerboa, or desert mouse, that hops across the dunes like a mini kangaroo thanks to its extra-long legs. The diminutive sand cat has a cream-coloured coat that deflects the sun and cushion-like fur on the underside of its paws to stop it from sinking into the sand, and is nomadic rather than territorial.

The desert is also home to nomadic people, breeders of camels, goats and sheep who move with their herds in search of fresh grazing and water. Everything from their tents, traditionally made from black goat hair, to their functional possessions and food is designed for a simple and somewhat austere life on the move.

Food includes meat, milk and cheese from their animals and madfouna – ‘buried’ in Arabic – a nomadic take on pizza traditionally cooked in the Saharan sand. Using an age-old recipe, dough is stretched over fillings such as meat, eggs, nuts and spices – perhaps cumin, turmeric and paprika – and pressed together. A hole in the sand is lined with stones and a fire is lit, the dough is placed on top and covered in sand, emerging in a cloud of steam with a black crust that needs to be scraped away before you eat.

American author Paul Bowles believed that time spent in the desert changes people. In Their Heads are Green and Their Hands are Blue: Scenes from the Non-Christian World (1963), he wrote, ‘… when a man has been there and undergone the baptism of solitude he can’t help himself. Once he has been under the spell of the vast, luminous, silent country, no other place is quite strong enough for him, no other surroundings can provide the supremely satisfying sensation of existing in the midst of something that is absolute.’

Little has changed. When the sand track turns to tarmac, phones begin to ring and music starts to blare from radios, you may long to be back among the desert’s limitless horizons and wild beauty before you’ve shaken the sand from your boots.
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“Moulded from solid bronze and surrounded by intricate zellige, the gates of the Royal Palace represent the days of the week, with the biggest in the middle used exclusively by the monarch.”
TARA STEVENS
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“Legend has it that when a wealthy family refused hospitality to a poor woman and her son, God was offended and buried them under the mounds of sand known as Erg Chebbi.”
SARAH GILBERT
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BUS & TRAIN

Efficient train services run between Rabat
and Casablanca, and direct trains travel to
Azemmour from Casablanca. CTM buses
travel between Casablanca andEssaouira
withstops in El Jadida and Safiandin
Oualidia on certain routes.

®

TAXIS

Six-passenger grands taxis depart once

all the seats have sold, which canmean
waiting around unless someone pays for the
remaining seats. Petits taxis vary in colour
depending upon the city, and take up to
three passengers. Prices (have coins and
small bills)increase after 8pm.
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CAR

The Al motorway connects Casablancato
Rabat, and Casablanca to Safi via El Jadida.
Tolls apply. Smaller coastal roads are slower,
but the scenery makes it worthwhile. Opt for
the motorways after dark though. Smaller
roads from Essaouira lead to rural areas
worth exploring.
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Morocco’s cultural crossroads, this
cosmopolitan city keeps on reinventing
itself while holding onto the free-
spirited charm that has captivated
visitors for centuries.

CAR

The magical medinas of Tangier, Chefchaouen and
Tetouan are made for exploring on foot but hiring a
caris the best way to explore the Mediterranean and
Atlantic coastlines, allowing you to dip into secluded
bays and remote national parks.

®

BUS & TAXI

Budget-friendly buses hop between major towns,
including Tangier, Tetouan and Chefchaouen; grands
taxis follow suit and can get you to the more remote
settlements on the Atlantic and Mediterranean
coasts that the buses don't reach.

TRAIN

Morocco's first high-speed train whizzes from Tangier
to Casablanca (change for Marrakesh)in just over
two hours, with a stop in Kenitra (change for Fez) and
the capital, Rabat. Slower trains run from Tangier to
Asilah, and there is a direct overnight sleeper train to
Marrakesh.
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Tetouan

Between the Rif Mountains
and the Mediterranean,
and famed forits

exceptional artisans, this
authentic city retains its
mix of Andalusian, Spanish
and Moroccan influences.

Chefchaouen

Dubbedthe Blue Peari,
this Riffian town tucked
between two mountains
isisolated no more, but
its blue-tinged medina
has retained its myriad
chams.
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FROM THE AIRPORT

Bus 16 goes from Fés-Sais Airport to Fez' train station and costs
Dh4. A grand taxi will deliver you to the closest gate or drop-off
point for your hotel for Dh120. Private transfers cost between Dhi50
and Dh200.

WALK

Walking is the only option in the medina. Parts of it are steep, but
with abit of planning, you can mostly head downhill and get a taxi
back to your accommodation. Wear comfortable shoes or trainers.

Stade
Municipal

Institut
Frangais
©

©Ave Hassan Il PETIT TAXI
You can easily hail a petit taxi (a smallred car) on the side of the
road from various locations on the outskirts of the medina. They are

usually shared (max three people) and cost upwards of Dh5 per ride.
Blvd

Mohammed V
© & Marche Central

American Language Center

PRIVATE TRANSFER

If you want to pre-plan transport to dinner, for a day trip, or to
another city, the mountains or the desert, organise a private transfer
Ville Nouvelle through your accommodation. For longer excursions, expect to pay
upwards of Dh1500 per day.

oo

®

s .25 miles






EPUB/images/shutterstock_777811735.jpg





EPUB/images/map290.jpg
Souk EL

®Arbadu
Rhurb |
Moulay Idriss
oMechra ‘ Zerhoun
BelKsiri Go localin Morocco's
‘ holiest town and ©Taounate
immerse yourselfin
} age-oldtraditions.
©Ain Alcha
y Sidi g Qs & Toar
Sidi Kacem “Tiouka =
Slimane 7 Sidi Abdaliah Taza
de Rh‘\arao
oZaggota Jebel Tazekka
Moulay (1980m) A iz ot
; cE = BabBouldio]  de Hiocato
Moulay Idriss Temek o
Zerhoun ®Fez National
5 yorubiis o “
0B Harazem
Sefrou
——=® Meknes Discover authentic Tazekka National
Meknes i ® Amazigh lfe in Park
This grand imperial Mausoleum of Sefrou Sefrou’s mini medina, Maijestic cedars, forests of
city witha modem Moulay Ismail then make like a oakand fascinating flora
outlookis fresh from troglodytein Bhalil. and fauna meet the most
amultimillion-dollar Imouzzer extensive cave systemin
e, ©oBoufakrane ©Kandar North Africa.
Att Yahyao oElHajeb 3
Ou Hassine &
Dayet i)
Aoua N
Jebel Bou §
Dy Naceur Y
] M s " (3340m) 3
Ifrane
Azrou Wanonal
oOulmes Explore atraditional Azrou @ @
Middle Atlas soug, meet [Hﬂl o Michlifen Gulgou
one-of-a-kind Barbary @ CAR & TAXI BUS TRAIN
macaques and skiat the At With your own wheels, you'll Buses are plentiful betweenthe Moroccan Railways (ONCF)
Moroccan Aspen. . Hamza be able to properly explore main Middle Atlas cities and runs hourly trains between
©Ain Leun the Middle Atlas without the towns of Fez, Meknes, Ifrane, Fez and Meknes Al Amir (40
Timahdite® need to search out grands taxis ~ Azrou and Taza. minutes) - from there, it's a petit
and wait for them to fill up. But taxi ride to Meknes medina and
grands taxis reach the smaller Place El Hedim.
oAguelmous towns and villages, suchas
Sefrou, Bhalil, Imnmouzer EL
A 0 50 km Kandar and Ain Leuh.
®o — 25 miles

FROM LEFT: ELENA ODAREEVA/SHUTTERSTOCK @, ANTON_IVANOV/SHUTTERSTOCK 8, MARKETAISS2/SHUTTERSTOCK ©





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1766772908.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_611801999.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1186749019.jpg





EPUB/images/12-mouassine-souqs-nbhd-mor14.jpg
MOUASSINE & CENTRAL SOUQS

=06
DarEl 2
Bacha Hfm Dar B Bachy L
507 parEl
) 6 Bacha Coffee 7
D. P EVL Le Jardin ity
BACHA Secret 9

Souq des
Teinturiers

& il 3
& @t Ca[é.des/\zﬁz%,,
Dar Epices 8 O pya50
Cherifa Glace
Rahba 5

Kedima






EPUB/images/16-tetouan-dp-loc-mor14.jpg
Tetouar






EPUB/images/shutterstock_437358829.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_687300097.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2074672918.jpg





EPUB/images/14-ziz-valley-sahara-dp-loc-mor14.jpg
Rabat &

The Ziz Ve
to thy





EPUB/images/17-fez-ville-nouvelle-nbhd-mor14.jpg
R
Mohammed V Marche Central
3 12 1R ain
X e

ppdeliari™
R et

Nausikea (124m);
e





EPUB/images/shutterstock_616168457.jpg





EPUB/images/16-med-coast-rif-mtns-fyw-mor14.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1796972974.jpg





EPUB/images/13-ait-bougmez-valley-dp-mor14.jpg
A 10 km
®o e )
Cooperative  Cooperative
Numedia Tabudrartw Ikhf N'lghir
s O Dinosaur
" ! Footprints
Jebel Tadaghast R et pl i
(2891m) Valley - o ZaoDiat
Alijr:bd : "?33 Timit rabant Oulmzi
anne :
(2586m) Agerssif Ectls Talsnant al
am
£ Tarbat n'Ait S Faghouls ud
T M ® ighoulit oA e
- loussa rous
A{zeelga Tt -2 08 & it tmi Tighremt
(2655m)  Sarbal Tisi ©Sebt Ait < nAit Ahmed
na’Trirsatl n'Tighist o  Bououli Jebel 'NSP‘“\D e
Abachkou Tifdaniwine I \N g
(3449m) ) Tiei g qmt
irinat A Tisi dsdreme " TOMOUR"
Rougoulto, .. i'fherfalla ~ it Bou Oulli b
s Tisi
n'Taziyt O el
Jebel Rat Tezgagalto ;nal At W=
{3781m)A sslfA Jebel n’Oumsoud S
M Jebel Tarkeddid
Tizi~( Tignousti ~ Wagraraz ) £y
n'lblouzene  A\(3819m) (3272m) Tizi Jebel w’Nig ’Oumassm A Jebel
A n’Rougauer”"“““”A N Jebel Asselda
Tisi )C (3883m) M'Goun (2984m)
ighoulid n’Wani Jebel (4068m) A
n’Ichbbakne Tajoujga
Tasga‘iwa‘l):) . (3391m)0 e Tessaout
Imi-n-Ikki mezri ¢ it Toumert
Olchbakeg 2 S Assif A
Ued Tpssa0 .
AitAlin'lto Tizi A
Tiftacht ot N SR Jebel Aklim
ots n'Tessaout Taghra (3432m)

Tighouzzirineo

oTaoujgalt





EPUB/images/Local_expert_Tetouan_-_Naoufal_El_Faik.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1179411946.jpg
7
L

. i AT 4 oﬂ! '
— Tt ,.,..Nmﬁm@&mﬁ ,ur/\

st






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1285958188.jpg





EPUB/images/15-rabat-sale-dp-loc-mor14.jpg





EPUB/images/jamai_bouchra.jpg





EPUB/images/02-morocco-highlights-mor14.jpg
_lTerfa_ya‘ Dbt 1 SPAIN
Border — T 7!
e Laayoune AlMahbas l\
< o Samara )/ - “ Ceuta
©Boujdour s | Tangier e )
ATLANTIC T 2 Martl Melila
OCEAN Guglta Asilahe .T t Al (Spain). RasEl
WESTERN geTmur Srole Hocgima [\ Mar sardia
SAHARA  ° | Laraches o .
, Moulzy Chefchaouen o Targuist Berkane ©
Dakhlag o 1 Bousselham ® e Ouezzane ~ Ketama
-@ Bir
olmiil Anzarane  Mieke Moulay Idriss o Taourirt 3
[ # Kenitta g . Zerhoun it Ah-
Awsardo 1 Salé o Kacem©! FezJ3; Benimatharo
o
o Aghoninit SRABAT ) b
Ir Gandouz ~
7 o Tichla ) . ,Kherﬁlsset Meknes °sefrou JTeach 4
®GUepaTat - — - — - — o Mohammedia olfrane /
é[\louédhibou Azemmour Casablanca °Azrou E \
La Gouéra MAURITANIA @ 3_ mzm:.. ElJadidae ° = Mlssoug Tendrarao 2
— ®Settat 5“"”2"*33 Khenifra o \ £
Oualidiao OvedZem o Bondlta'e D
9 Jebel
N Kasha Tadla A o i
Safi Ben Guérr, Eenibiellaly i ———nJ
afie o oMfourer  oimilehil & -
Bin EL Y 4
Adlalo Oudane ¢ xS b
Tisi f g
B n'Tichka G Tinerhir
.- Marrakesh® Y e o 1383 ° oErfoud _(
Essaouira ) Copr % % H
AitBen Boulmalne " o
Asnio Haddou Dades Rissani  oMerzauga
Jebel Toubkal/\ & eSkoura \
1.4 . T 2
;m /4 Quarzazate o %
& Taghazout ™" CAgdz Tazzarine =
° i Taroudant %) 4
Agadir Tazenakht .., 4
Valley i ©7agora ;
xS o
N MHamid ,”
Tinit g8/ Ay Tata, A © 4
° 7
Mirlefto Tafraoute o Y
Sidilfni® y Aldao P
eBovizakarne >
Guelmim
CANARY S -
ISLANDS Cap Draa oTaidalt 4
]
(SPAIN) oTanTan oTiglte oAssa
See Western Sahara Inset 1
ALGERIA
1
ATLANTIC  Laayoune ]
OCEAN ° :
\ A
1 ~ (oK e 100 miles
1 SN
\ N
1 \






EPUB/images/shutterstock_2054927768.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1387892117.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_765703033.jpg





EPUB/images/19-taghazout-dp-mor14.jpg
®
56
z
£

7 Dolraden Agenio ()14
Al
n
2,58
5 /\_{( 20 Taghazout 2
10 3
Tamraghto ’5
N7
gs 0
2. (D)9
NORTH VARGK e
ATLANTIC Z‘

OCEAN Aourir





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1344024539.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1193592172.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-159603098.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1199750908.jpg





EPUB/images/19-agadir-dp-loc-mor14.jpg
Rabat &

Agadir






EPUB/images/14-dades-gorge-dt-mor14.jpg
(4071m,)

\1\\1\\

Talemdout
o

Bou
cTaghmr

L)
®o

péu\

o

(==

%

Ait
Qudinar
°

o 28

©Ait Arbi

Boumalne
édu Dadés

ElHart

Tagdilto





EPUB/images/19-anti-atlas-dp-loc-mor14.jpg
Rabat &

-Atlas






EPUB/images/18-moulay-idriss-dp-mor14.jpg
Voloils @5km) §

-2 Sentissi
Mosque
Food gz, * g
Souq
4 Grillade
Albanna
Place
Bit Anzarene Souq Mohammed VI
3 Scorpion
2et o 7% House
©@
Mausoleum
of Moulay Idriss |

100m
e 0,05 milles.

@
°|°





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2163927837.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1675480819.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2166429331.jpg
S
O
ot
(T
o
ol
o

e &
R
W)







EPUB/images/how-to-use-this-book.jpg
Congratulations on choosing Morocco for
your next adventure

Plan Your Trip The Guide

Explore some of the most Navigate the destination with
spectacular parts of the country in-depth tips on the best
as you start to build the itinerary experiences and the best way to
for your journey make the most of your trip

Mountains &
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Storybook

Gointo greater depth as
you explore a destination or
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The Middle Atlas

MEDINAS, MARKETS AND NATIONAL PARKS

Meknes has a low-key medina and majestic
monuments, surrounded by lush wine-and
olive-producing valleys, the Roman ruins of
Volubilis and hilltop pilgrimage town Moulay
Idriss Zerhoun. Hike through cedar forests in
national parks, browse at bustling sougs and
discover Amazigh culture in mountain villages.

Northern Atlantic Coast

COASTLINES AND CULTURE

Elegant Rabatand the buzzy economic hub of
Casablanca are themain cities on this windswept
coast, while Essaouira charms with its small
medina, arty vibes and surfaction. Lagoons at
Moulay Bousselham and Oualidia attract birds in
their millions. Little-known El Jadida has dramatic
Portuguese ramparts and artists love Azemmour
foritslight.

Marrakesh
MOROCCO'S DAZZLING RED CITY
Marrakesh oozes star quality. Explore

magnificent historic monuments, palaces and
museums, delve into the medina’s sougs, stay in
aboutique riad and be entranced by the magic
of Djemaa EL Fna. The Ville Nouvelle beckons
with its galleries, gardens, good restaurants and
smart shops.

Southern
Morocco

Mediterranean Coast &
the Rif Mountains

OCEAN VIEWS, MOUNTAINS

AND HISTORY

Bursting with renewed energy, Tangier
is an entrancing blend of history and
modernity. Pristine Asilah attracts, while the
Mediterranean glistens at coastal resorts. The
Fez mountainside medinas of blue Chefchaouen
and arty Tetouan vie for attention, while the Rif

MOROCCO'S SPIRITUAL CENTRE

Watch artisans at workin tiny medina
workshops, wander abundant produce
markets and snap up some famous
Fassi ceramics. Deep in the medina find
the magnificent Kairaouine mosque,
Attarine and Bou Inaniamedersas and
the shrine of Moulay Idriss. The old
Jewish quarter is in nearby Fes El Jdid.

Northern
Atlantic
Coast

The High

Marrakesh@ Atlas

The Southern
Oases

The High Atlas

HIGH MOUNTAINS AND
VERDANT VALLEYS
Imposing mountains offer
breathtaking landscapes and a
multitude of activities from gentle
walks in lush valleys to summiting
Jebel Toubkal, mountain biking
and multiday hikes along ancient
shepherds' trails. On the way,
explore Amazigh architecture,
culture and traditions at moussems
(festival) inremote villages.

Southern Morocco
YEAR-ROUND HOLIDAY VIBES

Chill out on the long crescent of Agadir’s beach, take in
surf lessons and yoga at Taghazout and explore the wild
southern beaches as far as Dakhla. Inland, the Anti-Atlas
Mountains offer hiking, cycling trails and rock climbing.
Seek out old Amazigh silver jewellery in mountain towns

and villages.

oFez

Mountains provide good hiking.

Mediterranean
Coast & the
Rif Mountains

The Middle Atlas

The Southern
Oases

ANCIENT KASBAHS, OASES
AND SKY-HIGH DUNES

Rammed-earth kashahs stand
proud in the oasis towns along
the Dadés and the Draa Valleys
alongside extensive palm groves.
Ride camelsinto Saharan dunes,
be dazzled by night skies from
desertcamps, revel in date and
rose festivals or venture into the
arid Jebel Saghro.
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