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Moroccan Spring
 A multinational trio takes a road trip to the Sahara. 
STORY AND PHOTOS BY TERRY WARD

A sunrise camel ride to 
the Erg Chegaga dunes 
in Morocco’s wild south. 
Inset: Tents operated by 
Sahara Services (www.
saharaservices.info) in 
Erg Chegaga.
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s                             pring was in full e!ect when we le" the north for the south, 
the rolling green hills around Fes blazing with poppies the color of fresh 
blood and the air tickling our noses with the scent of everything in bloom. 

I had visited Morocco during the sweltering months of summer, when 
the sharqi – the southeast wind that blows from the Sahara – aims like a 
hair dryer at this western corner of North Africa. In 2003 I had come to 
learn Arabic, a failed mission, but I fell in love with Fes and developed 
strong ties with my host family. 

In fact, this was my #"h return visit, but my #rst in spring. And I had 
brought my boyfriend, Damien, along for the ride. 

On arrival, we enjoyed the calm 
of Fadoua’s home, where pigeons 
cooed in a quiet interior garden 
and the resident cock crowed in 
tune with the call to prayer.

Opening the door, we entered a 
river of human and donkey tra$c. 
Fadoua’s home is in the medina, 
one of the world’s #nest walled 
medieval cities. We gave up trying 
to navigate the narrow, snaking, carless streets with a map and let ourselves 
be carried along with the masses past doorways that opened onto ancient 
madrasas and mosques. We ducked into souks over%owing with bundles 
of mint and coriander and watched as butchers turned live chickens east 
toward Mecca before slicing their throats in the halal way. 
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a                                                                                 "er 
#ve days, the three of us packed our bags and 
hopped in a rental car and headed south. Within 
an hour, cool mountains of cedars and pines 
stretched toward the sky and monkeys lingered 
roadside hoping for handouts. A friend had 
insisted we stop in Ifrane, “the Switzerland of 
Morocco,” but it felt sterile a"er the rush of Fes, 
so we pushed farther south. 

&e winding road skirted rivers and threaded 
through canyons with layers that looked like 
#ngerprint whorls. We arrived in Tinerhir a"er 
nightfall, its center bustling with people out for 
a promenade, the nightly ritual in Morocco, and 
a chance to escape the heat and crush of family. 
Men – only men – crowded the terraces at 
outdoor café, eyes #xed on TVs broadcasting a 
Real Madrid match. Clusters of women pushed 
strollers, their %owing garments alternating 
between billowing in the hot wind and clinging 
to their curves. But all male eyes were glued to 
the game. 

In the morning we headed west for El Kelaa 
M’Gouna. &e landscape bristled green and 
pink here in the Valley of Roses, where every 
storefront hawked creams, oils and salves made 
from the %uorescent-pink bounty. Young boys 
stood along the road to %ag us down with heart-
shaped wreaths full of blossoms, and we handed 
over a few dirhams to freshen the car. 

&e road from Ourzazate wound south 
toward the Kasbah-lined Draa Valley and the 
town of Zagora, the mountains like crumpled 
paper bags on the horizon. Others rose to 
plateaus. Cu'ing through it all was a snaking 
green palm oasis and we lamented that it wasn’t 
yet date season. 

As the Sahara drew closer, the human 
landscape changed. Men wrapped in blue head 
scarves buzzed by on motorcycles and women 
clad in %owing black garments, embellished 
with colorful tassels denoting their marital 
status, %oated through the sand-blown streets 
like exotic jewels. 

Even in spring, the village of M’hamid, 
the last outpost before the Sahara dunes, had 
a dusty and desperate feel. &e only water I 
spo'ed was in the pool at the Hotel Kasbah 
Sahara Services, where French and moneyed 
Moroccan tourists lounged, waiting for SUVs 
to carry them to the dunes at Erg Chegaga, over 
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two hours away. 
We toured the Kasbah at M’hamid al Bali, 

where narrow passages and high walls kept 
the interior remarkably cool. Tahar, a reed-like 
local in his 60s, poured mint tea and reminisced 
about the early days, when his village was a true 
oasis. 

&e #elds were rich, he said, stretching his 
forearm to show how long the carrots grew. “&e 
river ran all year long and there were cabbages, 
turnips and potatoes, too. I brought dates by the 
truck-full to the market every few weeks.” But 
a dam, built in faraway Ourzazate in 1972 to 
irrigate the city and its golf courses, slowly killed 
all that.  

“Now we are forced to work in tourism,” he 
said, raising the teapot high before dispensing 
the sweet drink in a stream into the tiny glasses, 
creating a perfect layer of foam atop to #lter 
out the sand that in#ltrates everything here. “I 
pour tea, others work as guides or in hotels,” 
Tahar said, “If you give me a beautiful home 
in Casablanca I won’t go there. What will I do 
there? &is is where I am from. Just give me a 
job so I can eat.”

&at a"ernoon, a"er the sun began a for-
giving descent toward the horizon, we made 
the bumpy ride in a sturdy 4X4 Toyota from 
M’hamid toward Erg Chegaga. &e last bit of 

Berber carpets keep guests off the sand at an Erg 
Chegaga desert camp. Left: Springtime paysage in the 

countryside north of Fes. Below: Fadoua tucks fresh 
mint into glasses for tea.
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a 
rocky hamada and scraggly trees and brutish 
bushes #nally gave way to an ocean of sand that 
smoothed our course. We arrived at a collection 
of tents – our home for the night – a luxury that 
felt at once ridiculous and completely welcome 
in a se'ing so harsh. 

We se'led atop Berber carpets spread across 
the sand, sipped more tea and watched the sun 
color the dunes cumin, turmeric, cinnamon as 
the sky gradually #lled with stars. A"er the most 
silent of sleeps, we rose and mounted camels to 
cross the dunes for a sunrise to kill all sunrises. 
Several brutally bumpy hours later, when we 
arrived back in M’hamid, the town did feel like 
an oasis at last – if far from the one it once was.    

                                                     

                                                     day later our li'le rental 
car, still covered in Saharan sand, #nally reached 

the Atlantic. I was tempted to run fully clothed 
into the surf, so eager was I to wash away the 
road. You can take the girl out of Florida, but 
you can’t take the Atlantic out of the girl.

A chance turn down a gravel road near the 
town of Mirle" brought us to a French-run 
boutique hotel, Kasbah Tabelkoukt, where 
we splurged on a cli!-top room high above a 
hidden beach. Muslim modesty intact, Fadoua 
dove into the ocean fully clothed – long sleeves, 
long pants, headscarf and all. Damien and I 
followed in our bathing suits, but it’s hard to say 
who was most refreshed. “It’s been two years 
since I swam,” Fadoua told us, grinning from ear 
to ear. &e water was pure icy bliss. 

From Mirle" we headed north to Essaouira, 
a windblown #shing port with a spectacular 
whitewashed old town and an 18th century 
Portuguese fort fronting the ocean. &e town is 
also famous for its annual summertime Gnaoua 
Music Festival. We took a tour to see how 
instruments are made and meet local musicians 
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before buying a bag of sardines at the port and 
#nding a restaurant with a charcoal brazier to 
cook up the $8 feast. 

&e #nal stretch of our road trip brought 
us three hours west to Marrakech and its red-
walled medina. &e sky was bleeding crimson 
and orange when we arrived just a"er the 
sunset call to prayer at the Djemma al Fna, the 
famous square that was once a place of public 
execution but now explodes with life every 
evening. 

Foreign tourists gravitated to carpets covered 
with coiled cobras where wily snake charmers 
wrapped serpents around the necks of unsus-
pecting passersby, encouraged a photo and then 
immediately pulled a hard-press for an exor-
bitant tip. We steered clear. I pulled my hand, 
too, from the boys with wild-eyed monkeys on 
chains and the black-veiled women eager to 
sketch a henna ta'oo onto my palm. 

For all the wide-eyed foreigners in the square 
– Russians in high-heeled wedges and couture 
sunglasses, camera-toting Japanese, Americans 
in sneakers and shorts – the spectacle at Djem-
ma al Fna was in#nitely Moroccan. 

A village rises near the town of Tinerhir in 
southern Morocco. Left: Leather goods dyed 

in the tanneries of Fes are sold in shops along 
the medina’s main thoroughfares. 
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In Fes, Riad Fes (riadfes.com) is a beautiful hotel inside 
the medina walls with a rooftop terrace and excellent 
restaurants. 

In M’hamid, Sahara Services (saharaservices.info) runs a 
nice hotel and offers SUV tours to desert camps at the Erg 
Chegaga dunes. 

In Mirleft, Kasbah Tabelkoukt (Kasbah-tabelkoukt.com) 
has eight beautiful rooms on a cliff top overlooking the 
Atlantic. 

In Essaouira, Essaouira Urban Adventures (urbanadven-
tures.com/Essaouira_tour_essaouira_insider) arranges local 
tours that include meeting Gnaoua musicians and visiting 
markets for sardine feasts. If you’re traveling with a group, 
book the four-bedroom private riad Dar Qawi (riadbythesea.
com), with a prime central location and great rooftop views. 

In Marrakech, take a break from the cacophony of the 
medina at the spectacular La Sultana (lasultanahotels.com/
marrakech) at the entrance to the Kasbah, where 28 luxury 
TQQOU�CPF�UWKVGU�CTG�URTGCF�COQPI�ƒXG�TGPQXCVGF�TKCFU��
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Women shell argan nuts to 
produce the oil that’s used 
in beauty treatments and 
for cooking. 

Crowds of Marrakechis and visitors from the 
Mediterranean, the Atlas Mountains, the Sahara 
and beyond gathered around the famous story-
tellers in the country’s most storied square, eyes 
rapt with a'ention, and I longed to know what 
tales were being spun. “It’s a love story,” Fadoua 
said a"er listening to one, and I let myself be 
contented with the mystery.  

All around us, smoke rose from the hundreds 
of open-air stalls where men grilled shish 
kebabs for the tourist crowds, stirred vats of 
harira soup thick with chickpeas and tended to 
bowls of steaming escargots wa"ing with herbs. 
&e locals used safety pins to coax them from 
their shells. 

I felt the place seeping into my nose, my 
mouth, even my skin. It was a familiar feeling 
in Morocco. Spring had been mild, indeed, but 
Morocco’s raw beauty, and the emotions that 
come with every new visit, were as strong as 
always.  


