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Secrets of
the South.....

of an authentic Moroccan experience, Laura
Fowler avoids the country’s well -trodden
tourist trail in favour of a road trip that takes
her to the edge of the Sahara.*

he empty road turns into a track that

peters out into desert floor, with holes

here and there - mice? snakes? — and
even in February the sun is intense. The land
stretches out in all directions, shimmering to
an uncertain horizon. From out of the heat
haze materialises a figure, indistinct as a
mirage. The figure takes shape: a young
woman, incongruous in jeans and T-shirt,
walking out of nothing, two wolf-like
creatures circling her.

We are on the edge of the Sahara, in the
middle of nowhere. For three days | have
been travelling deeper and deeper into
Morocco’s relatively undiscovered south.
The journey began in Taroudant, a city
which, like Marrakech, is enclosed in
centuries-old walls; but one of Taroundant’s
attractions is that it is not Marrakech.
Tourists are few. Its Sunday market is the
real deal: people, bikes and market carts
flow around each other instinctively, like a
shoal of fish. Villagers come from miles
around to sell their wares: oranges, mint and
saffron, and livestock, lowing and farting,
which leave their mark long after they have
been taken home. (The going rate is around
£30 for a goat; a camel can fetch more than
£1,000.)

Across Taroudant’s spice coloured rooftops
are views of snow-capped High Atlas
mountains in one direction, the rolling Anti
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Atlas in the other. Below is a maze of lanes
and souks, where I’'m told you can stroll
safely and without hassle, and so | do.

‘Bonjour!’the young men call, and
‘Cava?’.My sense of adventure wanes when |
realise | am quite, quite lost. So when a
caléchepulls up I climb in, feeling slightly
absurd, the Queen of Sheba up here in my
horse-drawn carriage. But people take little
notice, and it is a good way to explore the
old city, better than a car for peering into the
hole-in-the-wall workshops. Vignettes played
out in a film reel of a foreign land: a weaver
at his loom: a jeweller stringing beads: a
butcher’s shop where a baby goat’s head sits
on a spike, its skinned carcass hanging beside
it, testicles bloated in the sun.

In his tracksuit, my driver is something of a
boy racer. He yells to groups of girls as we
pass, and they giggle and yell right back. |
had asked him to take me to the town
square, from where I’d planned to walk
home. But we twist and turn through
unfamiliar streets and suddenly here we are,
at my guesthouse unbidden. How curious, |
think; what remarkable intuition! Yet
somehow, in this mystical, unpredictable
place, it makes perfect sense.

Later, a low sun casts long shadows across
the town square, which is hushed yet
teeming — if loitering can be described as
teeming — with men. Hundreds of men,
listening to musicians and wide-eyed
storytellers’ emphatic tales of magic and
morality, or sitting at café tables drinking tea
and talking, talking.

‘Moroccans love to talk,” says Said, my guide
in Taroudant. ‘We talk all the time, about
nothing at all.’

I stay close to him, shrouded from head to
toe, wondering where all the women are.
‘They want some peace and quiet,’ says
Saidwith a grin.



| find them in the hammam. Itis an
unnerving contrast: out there covering every
inch of yourself, and then, through an
unmarked doorway, taking off everything in
front of everyone. This is about as far from a
spa treatment as you can get. There are no
coloured-glass lanterns to flatter your curves;
a single lightbulb, as naked as we are, hangs
from the barrel-vaulted ceiling.

My first impression is that of flesh, acres of
pinkly scrubbed flesh: great, pendulous,
watermelon breasts and monolithic thighs.

It is a cross between a municipal swimming-
pool shower room and a WI meeting. Far
from peace and quiet, cacophonous
conversation bounces off the white-tiled
walls where women sit washing each other
and their recalcitrant children. | pick my way
through bodies and plastic buckets to a mat,
where a matronly type puts me over her
knee and goes at me with a scouring pad
while I try to relax, self-conscious and rigid as
an ironing board. It is painful and
unforgiving, but it offers an intimate window
into daily life; away from their men,
Moroccan women are suddenly uninhibited,
warm and welcoming. Besides, I’'m making
the most of it — I’'m not sure when my next
hot bath will be. Tomorrow the real journey
begins: a road trip through the mountains
and desert to see Morocco’s little-explored
south.

We are taking the scenic route — me,
photographer James Reeve and Lahcen, our
driver. It is hard to imagine an unscenic
route; the scenery is everywhere, we are
immersed in it. Leaving the green Souss
Valley, the road climbs up into the Anti -Atlas
until my ears pop. There are pockets of
beauty: stepped terraces of green, layered
like millefeuille and crinkly-edged with dry-
stone walls; almond trees in pale-pink
blossom that smells of honey (and the honey
here smells of almond). In a valley of spiky
argan trees are hundreds of goats eating
everything in sight; they climb, somehow, to

the tops of the trees for the nuts (the stones
of which, once the goat has finished with
them, are cracked open and used to make
oil).

The road is curiously empty, which suggests
we are going nowhere, slowly. There is no
reason you can’t drive yourself, though
having a driver has its advantages: ours also
plays the role of a guide, translator, historian
and geologist. (And I suspect he is under
strict instructions from the tour company
never to exceed 100 kph, because his driving
is nothing like any previous journey | have
made in North Africa, the full horror of
which, like childbirth, your brain tricks you
into forgetting.)

A guide can take you to see caves, for
example, formed millennia ago by waterfalls,
long dry, the stalactites a petrified likeness.
Or to visit Berber villages of mud huts and
ancient tradition. To reach them we have to
cross a glacial river, and there is no bridge.
Adventurer Joseph Thomson, in the 19"
Century, took three hours to cross a river in
the Atlas with the help of several dozen
soldiers and slaves, horses and camels. In the
absence of horses we leap from rock to
slippery rock, to the amusement of the
village children, who can do it - literally —
with their eyes shut.

In open doorways women bake flatbread and
shell argan nuts. One wrinkly old lady, who
must be 100 years old, sits next to a great
mound of nuts that will surely outlast her, a
mobile phone in her lap. There is a village of
beekeepers, eerily empty of bees and
people; so suspicious are they about the evil
eye that they keep their hives out of sight
behind walls. In one house we kneel at a
table and share a tagine with our hosts,
eating with the left hand, then make toast -
‘B’saha’— with sweet gunpowder tea.



