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            Publisher’s Note

         

         The book you hold in your hands was originally published in French by Librairie Plon, Paris, as three different texts: Rabat (1918), Marrakesh (1920) and Fez (1930). Despite this spread of dates, the three works belong together as they were all inspired by the journeys made by the Tharaud brothers to Morocco in 1917–18. The two brothers were not directly employed by the French colonial regime, but they were certainly trusted guests and fellow travellers in the project of the advancement of the French empire in North Africa. Their books are not impartial, but they are nevertheless important for the vivid eyewitness account they give of the making of this period of Moroccan history. Their works have informed, shaped and influenced foreign writers reporting on Morocco, who in many cases literally followed in the footsteps of the Tharaud brothers. Yet this is the first time the book has been translated into English.

         The Tharauds first rose to eminence with their novel Dingley, a thinly veiled examination of the influence of the writings of Rudyard Kipling on the British imperial project. It seems entirely suitable that the English-speaking world is finally returning the compliment and examining the role of the Tharaud brothers in observing the conquest of Morocco.

      

   


   
      
         
            Translator’s Acknowledgements

         

         My thanks first to Barnaby Rogerson for his encouragement, like that of an eager parent urging on his child from the sidelines, and to Rose Baring for her scrupulous editing of the English translations. I am also very grateful for technical help from my French wife Janine, and from Jeremy Morgan and Mohammed Chraibi in Morocco. Michel Leymarie, the leading biographer of the Tharauds, was unstintingly helpful on all aspects of the brothers’ careers and motivation.

      

   


   
      
         
            Note on Copyright

         

         The three volumes by Jérôme and Jean Tharaud constituting A Moroccan Trilogy are technically subject to copyright until 1 January 2024, and Eland Publishing has made every effort to trace the holders.

         The books were originally published by Plon, Paris, who advised that having long let the works fall out of print there was no impediment from their point of view to our publishing these translations. Plon went on to suggest we could try the Société des Gens de Lettres (SGDL), a French association that promotes the rights and defends the interests of French authors. The SGDL had no record of its own, but once it had perused Plon’s letter of authorisation, SGDL put the matter in the hands of its legal department. The latter’s juriste, Ambre Morvan, wrote to Plon telling them that it was all very well waiving 10 copyright by omission but a publisher, author or copyright holder had to state officially that they had done so and the SGDL had no record of such a notification.

         Meanwhile we made enquiries of the administrators of the Prix Goncourt, the Académie Française, Michel Leymarie as the brothers’ biographer, the mayor of the town where the brothers had been born and Géneanet, the ancestor-tracing service, all to no avail.

         While we feel that Plon’s giving us ‘le feu vert’ (in their words) justifies the present publication, the SGDL has asked us to include this notice in A Moroccan Trilogy.
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            To General Lyautey,

in gratitude, admiration and friendship

         

      

   


   
      
         
            I

            The Cedar Forest

         

         We had set out that morning from the delightful city of Rabat, leaving the coast and sea air behind us. With General Lyautey leading, his car flaunting his official pennant, our dozen vehicles had been labouring for hours across the scorched countryside; the harvest had long since been brought in, leaving a golden sheen from the straw in the folds of the ground, competing with silvery thistles and the metallic green of miserable dwarf palms.

         It is a tough land, austere and unrefined, rich but seemingly poor, well-populated but seemingly deserted. Unless you were a farmer weighing up the value of this red and black earth over which we were travelling, unless you could imagine powerful farm machinery working this immensity untouched by the plough, there would be nothing for it but to relish speeding through this monotonous, dusty landscape, exercising neither thought nor imagination. Otherwise, to work up an interest in this dull bled, you would have to have marched across it, pitched your tent by this stunted tree, been attacked in that ravine, or waited for months for such-and-such a tribe’s submission. Or, like my French companion, an instructor for the Moroccan army, you should have been here to watch the return of the Sultan’s cavalry across the Meknes plain, driving before them dishevelled women screaming to be spared, or witnessed his cruel horsemen brandishing the heads of rebels on the end of their sabres and bayonets.

         Memories as powerful as these would keep you alert and put some vibrancy into the drive across these tedious plains. Anyone 14 without such an imagination would feel totally lost, with nothing to suggest what the land could offer if one day it were made to blossom. Someone with that degree of disenchantment would think: ‘So this is the promised land where so much blood has been shed, and that all the great powers of Europe have jealously coveted!’

         But wait: once the vast, desolate plateau of El Hajeb was behind us, we were suddenly regaled with a landscape of a wholly different and unique character. There before us stretched the foothills of the Atlas rich with cedar forests, and in the foreground a deep basin peppered with thousands of bluish hills, overlapping and inseparable like an ocean of motionless, luminous waves; an unreal landscape seemingly hewn from precious stone, opal, onyx or beryl, bathed in a light worthy of a Leonardo. Dragged out of our previous torpor, we imagined ourselves transported far back into the past, to when these numberless blue hills were craters spewing flaming gas and red-hot lava, illuminating a solitude and shattering a silence as yet untroubled by man. No trace of vegetation or life; in this stony wilderness, surely, even an insect would find no food. It was as if descending into this sunken, blue-tinged land we were entering a world of Arab fable, where a dervish on the threshold would demand the magic password.

         It is always thus in Morocco. Over the course of hours when driving or days when on horseback, one finds oneself traversing a landscape, be it barren or fertile, where nothing can render it attractive, except when the short-lived spring carpets it with flowers – though their blossoms fade so swiftly that one has barely time to admire them. And then quite suddenly, in contrast to that monotony, something extraordinary appears, to bring unexpected delight and a chance to dream awhile.

         This phenomenon is exemplified by the charmingly named coastal towns, Mehdia, Rabat, Mazagan, Safi, Mogador, Azemmour. The red ramparts, turrets, embrasures and bastions that prove their warlike past are reflected in the water like something out of a fairy tale or Walter Scott, between the peaceful, whitewashed houses and the bustle of the sea.

         15 It is the case too with Meknes on the edge of a green valley in the Moroccan interior, nestling within its threefold, in places fourfold series of walls. Its divinely embellished gates open to reveal vestiges of a departed dynasty and the melancholy remains of long-curtailed power; beautiful gardens now abandoned, full of yews, olive trees and wild roses; ruined, green-tiled palaces, where, among the mosaics, the painted ceilings and elaborate plasterwork, women of the Sultan’s harem long put aside lead their reclusive lives, under the watchful eye of black slaves as miserable as themselves.

         Then there is Fez, where a medieval world of prayer, obsolete science and traditional trades survives embalmed in cedarwood, the very civilisation of Moorish Andalusia. It is a sombre city, the people light-skinned with fine eyes that do not reveal the soul; a city whose houses and palaces are given a leprous hue by the blackened, mouldy tombstones; where one can hear but not see the rumble and trickle of water; where passers-by pause in their walk – what, to listen to this water? No, they are hoping to catch that familiar voice, that far-off murmur coming down the centuries such as brings one up short in an old part of Paris, in the shadow of St Severin or St-Germain-l’Auxerrois. Such is Fez, that disturbed and disturbing city where Jews who abjured their religion have spilled their blood, where those banished from Spain or others who have given up on Algeria have brought all their hate: a city whose inscrutability fascinates us but does not make it likeable.

         And the final surprise is Marrakesh, a hundred leagues to the south at the foot of the snowy High Atlas, encircled by its gardens, palm and olive groves, a vast labyrinth of brick and dried mud eroded by a thousand years of wind and which is constantly being rebuilt. Such is Marrakesh, big-hearted and joyous, which flirts vivaciously before your eyes yet still guards its secrets; Marrakesh, whose palette suggests hazelnut or a gazelle fleeing into the sunset, colours that painters eternally seek to capture.

         Our motor convoy finally arrived, after many a tedious mile, at the edge of the steep cliff where Ito Castle stands. When the war broke out three years back in 1914, it had been our furthest post out 16 on the plain. From there sentinels looked across this deathly valley to the cedar forest beyond, a forest our men had never penetrated, though since that time we have advanced far into the mountains. This small fortress is now only a staging post for troops resupplying outposts further on. It is garrisoned by a handful of relaxed-looking Territorials, Frenchmen of forty or forty-five who have the singular duty, in this fairy kingdom of extinct volcanoes with its tricks of the light, of mounting guard month after month, gazing out over this lunar landscape. Only a poet could fail to be overwhelmed by this unearthly setting. Today, reluctantly, these men must turn their backs on this kingfisher-blue marvel to rest their gaze as sentinels on the dull, stony plain with its stunted palms that we have just crossed, though perhaps its very dreariness serves to calm their spirits.

         Sadly I shall never know whether the entrance to the blue chasm was really guarded by a dervish: leaving this cratered world to our right, we descended Ito’s cliff down a vertiginous incline, still following the General’s car, whose pennant took on the quasi-magical touch of an intruder in this ancient world. At the bottom, instead of gemstones there were only huge round boulders, like cannonballs spat out by the volcanoes; thus, juddering and bumping along we soon reached the cedar forest itself.

         
             

         

         Once among these giants, which exceed in magnificence all the trees of our native woodlands, one has the impression of having suddenly shrunk to Lilliputian size and to have penetrated a realm of nature of vast proportions, where men, animals and plants are sturdier and more long-lived. Whereas our own woods often depress us with their gloom and melancholy, here the forest, airy and luminous, renders us serene, inspiring us rather than daunting us in its mysteriousness. Soaring above the clumps of thujas and immature oaks, the huge, well-spaced trunks spread their branches in tiers of green architecture. Each tree dominates its own private area and makes one think of a summer palace with verdant terraces rising one upon the other. Some of these pyramid-shaped beauties are forty metres high; the tops of others, broken by the winds or by 17 sheer age, form a green canopy in the sky. Yet others astonish with their leafless branches standing like white skeletons, mummified and embalmed in their own resin, which protects them from rotting and keeps them upright for ever. Amidst this living forest these petrified giants radiate solemnity, like an obelisk looming over a crowd of people engaged in their daily business.

         Many such trees have succumbed to old age, but others have fallen victim to another drama: to cut down a colossus up to twenty feet in circumference, the woodcutters begin by setting fire to its base. They will lose the lower part of the tree to the flames but accept this in return for the upper half that comes crashing down. In fact the strongest and most handsome often resist this treatment; the fire goes out, the woodcutter goes home; the tree dies but stays standing, braving time and the elements, becoming another white, petrified statue among the greenery. Sometimes the fire achieves its ends: the enormous trunk splits and breaks three or four metres up, but its sheer mass defeats the axe, or there is no way to cart off something so heavy. Then the dead tree remains where it fell, its blackened stump still rooted in the ground like a funereal candle.

         Before seeing these splendid trees flourishing on the wild mountainsides, I had encountered them, so to speak, throughout the cities of the Maghreb. Their seemingly everlasting timber guarantees the survival of everything one loves in the built environment of brick, plaster and dried earth; compared to these perishable materials, the timber alone has genuine strength and durability. Look at it this way: if a palace in Fez or Meknes can still conjure up the image of a great residence like those in Jerusalem or Tyre, or if its lace-like plasterwork has survived the centuries; or if a marble basin in a medersa courtyard, chipped but beautiful, is still used for ablutions, or if one glimpses the wan face of a Koranic student behind a tiny arched window above a pierced balcony – it is thanks to the threefold wooden beams and rafters, carved like stone or decorated with flower designs, that for centuries have anchored the mud-brick walls and supported the green-tiled roofs, roofs where grass now grows and the pigeons ever coo.

         18 Elsewhere in the world there are cedar forests, of course, in Lebanon, for example, or Kabylia, but they are dead or beyond saving. Fresh growth no longer germinates and the forests are disappearing, as if their wretched environment lacked air, light and well-watered ground. But here the cedars flourish and are endlessly reborn: such is the real miracle of this extraordinary forest! The ground between the trees is covered with blue-green shoots, destined many years from now to become more arboreal masterpieces surrounding us in vast, calm swathes. And when elsewhere these cedars survive only in poetry or men’s imagination, we shall still be able to wonder at these Atlas giants, both the hardy, new saplings and the huge, grey trunks of those which have succumbed, contemporaries of biblical times and witnesses of the Song of Songs.

         Beneath their spread one is haunted by the sense of history that permeates the shade, history that has long faded from memory but which yet survives, the huge branches conjuring up the world of Abraham and Solomon. Israel does not just come to mind because of the greenery: there is the flesh-and-blood presence of the Jewish woodsman, less poetic to behold than Rebecca surely, but true to himself in his skullcap and grimy jellaba, torching an age-old trunk and preparing to chop it down. No natural countryman, what evil spell can have brought him to this trade? Obviously these are forests to be exploited, but even so there is something blasphemous about fire and axe being used by Jews on a tree that is virtually a religious edifice, an old friend or their very kin, a symbol of their own immutability.

         Here and there at the side of the motor-road we come across small groups of these woodcutters, their jellabas hitched up, carrying their axes in both hands as if presenting arms. Nearby, burnous-clad horsemen, motionless on their small steeds with their guns across their saddles, guard the trail. As the General goes past, the woodsmen put down their axes, while the riders lower their weapons before dashing off in the wake of our convoy, disappearing and reappearing as they dodge among the cedars like characters out of some legend.

         19 The speed of our cars means we emerge from the trees all too quickly. The forest clothes the valley slopes while leaving the ravines between them bare of cover, littered with boulders seemingly spat out by an eruption, just as we had seen around Ito. The reason is that cedars rarely grow below fifteen hundred metres, ignoring lower ground; for much of the year their roots need snow-covered terrain that remains moist and cool during the summer. Looking up from the bottom of a gorge they can be seen clinging to the ridges like sentinels, with the main army of trees crowding behind them. It is as if they fear the sunless prison of the lower reaches, those ravines often referred to locally as valleys of fear or death.

         Along the bottom of these gloomy valleys two lines of stones crudely mark the edges of the motor-road, suggesting that measure of orderliness fostered by the Protectorate and quite foreign to the mountain tribes. We regularly encounter clumps of mounted troops or infantrymen, there to ensure our safe passage, who present arms as the convoy passes before finding themselves alone again in the mist. With night falling and rain imminent we must hurry to reach our destination, the command post at Timhadit. Our vehicles hasten along the stony, poorly-marked track, the headlights scattering the encroaching shadows of night and its dangers with such assurance that it seems ridiculous to be carrying weapons. Around us we can soon only glimpse vague and menacing shapes in the twilight and through the mist, which occasionally clears to reveal sugarloaf hills and traces of extinct volcanoes, all part and parcel with the tormented geology. The wooded crests fall behind, the cedars seemingly gesturing farewell, leaving the odd pale skeleton of a dead tree on whose bare branches might well perch some mythical bird. As the cold and damp seep into the cars there is a growing sense of how alien and hostile our surroundings are, giving rise to nameless fears.

         I cannot get the Atlas cedars out of my mind. Why should they not suffer the same fate as those of Lebanon or Kabylia, dwindling away to inevitable extinction? Is there not some deep opposition between our own lives and those of these trees? It is said 20 that they can only flourish in utter solitude and amid untamed, virgin surroundings peopled only by primitive folk. Will our laws triumph over them and tame the disgust that they radiate for our civilisation? Will they continue to propagate and flourish when we have definitively colonised their lands, or will they give in to their natural tendency to wither and die away?

         Suddenly we hear gunfire: furious salvoes, rifles momentarily spouting flame. A whole troop of soldiers, their burnous billowing, surrounds our vehicles in a whirlwind of horses. We quickly realise they are native auxiliaries and partisans from the outpost welcoming us in their own way. The cone of a volcano thrusts up from the plain, like others we have glimpsed through the fog. We climb swiftly through a series of sharp bends towards the fort, jostled on all sides by these daredevil riders; they continue discharging their weapons as they ride heedless of the crumbling surface of the track and the flocks being driven towards the village sheltering beneath the fort. It is a veritable fantasia: panic-stricken sheep and goats, donkeys and mules laden with building materials or provisions for the garrison scattering and colliding in the rain, something between a dance and an onslaught amid the low-lying cloud. A bullet whistles overhead: no doubt the odd auxiliary is unhappy to see us. Now comes a fanfare of bugles, bells ringing out joyously, then barbed wire outer defences, gates, soldiers lined up, bayonets fixed: we have reached the top of the volcano and enter Fort Timhadit.

      

   


   
      
         
            II

            An Outpost in the Atlas

         

         The army post at timhadit stands in the heart of hostile territory, among Berber tribes utterly wedded to their independence, a people in whose lifeblood run the same primordial and signal characteristics as their cedar forests. Since the dawn of time they have never know subjugation to foreign rulers. The Romans could not break them, and not even the greatest sultans of Morocco, rulers who held sway over the whole of North Africa and Spain, ever brought them to heel. Two thousand years on they are still exactly as Sallust described them in The Jugurthine War. They outwardly submitted to Islam but without letting it affect their innermost life; they declare themselves to be Muslims, but they do not know the Koran since they cannot read Arabic. Their real spirituality resides in the cult of local saints and the veneration of springs, rocks, sacred trees, and they show an instinctive respect for jinn both benevolent and hostile.

         The only political authority they recognise is that of their assemblies, where the elders deliberate in public before a crowd of tribesmen, who are enormously wayward, nit-picking and anti-authority, reluctant to cede power, ready to question everything; men who themselves are divided into factions always ready to double-cross each other to gain some advantage or goal. Custom and the observance thereof is the absolute rule, though what they mean by custom is a minefield of standard practices of such complexity, nuanced formality and precisely specified application, that it leads to chaos instead of the intended good order. To disguise 22 what is actually self-interest or to justify a quarrel, the game is to identify a particular violation among this vast lore of custom. Thus paradoxically respect for tradition makes the anarchy worse.

         The least thing has them reaching for their guns. For these volatile people no slight is too minor, be it over a water source, a wood, a pasture, a woman, a stolen animal, a weapon, a handful of cartridges. Hostilities spread from family to family and from tribe to tribe, often without much actual loss of life but so persistently that entire villages and tribes are drained and impoverished to the point that no one makes it to old age. Such infighting does give their lives a certain excitement: for some it is like taking exercise, for others an opportunity to make money, for everyone an enjoyable pastime. And this can go on and on until the day when one of the parties to the dispute, sometimes both, realise their mundane but productive daily lives are being seriously compromised, and resolve to stack their weapons in a corner and go back to their sickles and ploughs or shepherding their flocks. So a meeting is arranged with a local marabout, for whom a sheep is sacrificed and cattle, grain or cash are proffered, in return for the holy man summoning the warring parties to his hallowed cell. Here he listens as each puts his case (though he knows the details perfectly well already), allocates a degree of blame to both sides and then pronounces judgment. Finally everyone present recites the Fatiha, the Koranic blessing, and the quarrel is patched up, at least for the moment.

         Thus these Berbers live their lives, having in their unique way met the challenge of safeguarding their freedom despite and amidst such seeming anarchy. Today they oppose us in the same spirit of bitter resistance as they did the Romans and Arabs; two thousand years have in no way watered down the strength, resilience and cunning that Sallust admired in them. Come night, naked and with knives between their teeth, they crawl under the barbed wire to stab our sentries. Right beneath the very searchlights they manage to steal sacks of barley; the alarm sounds, and when the beams sweep the ground, all they pick up is the glint of a few grains that have fallen from a sack. Prowlers have been known to creep into the 23 tents under cover of darkness and spirit away the sleeping soldiers’ Lebel rifles, even though under standing orders they are attached to the men’s wrists.

         Sometimes after a market or feast-day they decide on the spur of the moment to indulge in a little sport, and still wearing their colourful festival outfits and riding horses with the most ornate saddles they pick on a patrol engaged in water-fetching duties. When they themselves come under attack, fires are lit on the crags around and reinforcements appear as if by magic from the four points of the compass. Their horses’ speed and skill in taking advantage of the most uneven ground makes them formidable adversaries, especially for the convoys and regimental transports accompanying our troops; these they particularly like to ambush, because if there is one thing they prefer to fighting, it is pillaging and booty. Our shells do not put them off; when they hear cannon fire, their horsemen rush towards it and gallop up and down in front of the machineguns. They are well equipped with the latest weaponry: German agents in the Spanish Zone supply them generously with munitions and money. The old, long-barrelled moukhala guns bound with silver and encrusted with gold are just for fantasias, and against us they use Winchesters, Martinis, Mausers, the Lebels they have stolen or weapons bought at whatever cost from a Foreign Legion deserter or from Spanish smugglers, paying up to two francs each for the necessary cartridges.

         Throughout the Atlas Mountains the Berber tribes have made common cause to fight us, establishing significant confederacies under the leadership of commanders. The latter are either self-appointed or have been foisted on them in any of the following ways: through their family’s existing authority, their own prowess, their eloquence; how bellicose their followers are or simply the amount of ammunition and the quality of the weaponry they have at their disposal. But alliances or no, there are always certain tribes minded to go their own way, and within a given tribe there are malcontents ready to pick up their guns to enforce their particular viewpoint. The leadership itself is riven with enmity and jealousy. Within 24 individual families there are major differences of opinion, too, and there is no graver source of weakness in these short-lived alliances around a chief than disputes between father and son, between brothers, cousins and nephews, each with his own supporters, who invariably settle their fallings-out through treachery and murder.

         
             

         

         Amidst such Berber disarray and their constant efforts to present a unified front against us, a post such as the one we have reached tonight relies on an unexpected, abstract asset that has nothing to do with the fortifications, machineguns and artillery it boasts. The little fort picks up the echo of all the passions seething within the tribes, the whys and wherefores of what unites them and what divides them; family infighting, plans hatched at markets and fairs, the endless discussions between chiefs inside mud-brick kasbahs, whose arrow-slit windows one thinks of as being just for pointing a rifle through but which also allow secrets to escape. Thus the fort is privy to every drama, be it pact-forging or betrayal, that unfurls in these mountains.

         So the real value of posts such as these lies not so much in their armaments or strategic position but more in the acumen of their inspirational commanders, through whose skill intelligence is acquired, diplomacy deployed and intrigue fomented. In the face of such uncertainty – who is on whose side, who is at loggerheads with whom – it is no easy task to sort out the contradictory rumours, to work out whom we can lean on and how we can befriend them without compromising their position; how to draw them in by dangling bait, something to tempt them like an increase in influence or money if need be. The aim is to bring into the fold a network of people who sincerely wish to be our friends and who may be willing to fight on our side. Others come to see the advantages in living in mutual harmony without going so far as to side with us openly, by making use of our medical facilities and frequenting the markets which spring up in the lee of our forts. Slowly but surely they come to regard our arrival as an opportunity and a promise of security; and tacit alliances such as these can actually be more useful than 25 ones overtly set up, because they enable us to work on tribes whose hostility or remoteness would not have allowed them to respond to our face-to-face overtures. Then once our posts have completed the ticklish job of subtly acquiring intelligence and new friends, our forces advance into the hinterland, meeting only token resistance, and set up new, identical posts further on, ready to start afresh the same divide-and-rule strategy of pacification and the brokering of good relations.

         This template for subduing a territory – brilliantly suited to a country where life is spent fighting and arguing, where the adversaries continue to communicate during a conflict, where in short the word is as vital as the gun – was learned by Lyautey from General Gallieni when he served with him in Madagascar and Tonkin, Vietnam. Lyautey did make good use of such a strategy in the Oran area, but nowhere else on the same scale as here in the Atlas.

         These forts are scattered across more than a thousand miles from the Rif Mountains to Agadir, and act as instruments of both war and diplomacy. Some still cling to the foothills of the Atlas while others are deeply embedded in the valleys on the far side; many are situated so close together as to be virtually holding hands, as in the Taza region where our adversaries are particularly aggressive, while others are scattered considerable distances apart, totally on their own, like Timhadit here in the middle of the forest.

         They are all alike, built on commanding positions above an encircling stone wall, surrounded by a ditch and barbed-wire defences. The barracks’ roofs are covered with corrugated iron weighed down with rocks against violent gusts of wind. Grain sacks are piled everywhere, cement, beams, materials of every kind destined for future needs here or for forts beyond. There are redoubts in each corner with machineguns and cannon; a lofty watchtower with a searchlight; and dominating the fort, the mast for the wireless telegraph that connects these isolated spots with the rest of the world. Some posts run to a garden, with flowers, vegetables and even trees if space allows; and from the design point of view, if the officer and the masons who built them have a 26 modicum of taste, there might be some architectural detail recalling the local vernacular.

         At this fort, perched on the Timhadit crater, there was little opportunity for the constructor’s imagination to run riot, there being space just for the men and their supplies. The buildings with their corrugated-iron roofs bear the dreary hallmark of military engineering, and there is no attempt at a garden or plants. However, this evening there is one surprising feature hardly typical of an army camp: the cedar woodsmoke from the kitchen fires, drifting in the breeze over buildings and stores, redolent of the odour of incense and chapels.

         At the foot of the hill, I can make out fires burning, straw-covered huts, tents, donkeys, sheep and goats, evidence of people of no fixed abode drawn to the safety offered by our cannon. A flash of light from the telegraph mast momentarily illuminates the miserable landscape: lives of quotidian instability that have not varied for centuries, for ever in flux as dictated by the seasons and the degree of tribal strife; lives preoccupied by anxiety and a sense of danger just as at the dawn of time. The entire setting, the mountain, the cedars, are briefly lit up, together with the primitiveness below, the folk and their animals huddling in their thorny enclosure. I am struck by a sudden vision of a primeval existence that seems to pre-date history, a way of life long thought vanished. Then darkness cloaks the scene again and mystery once more holds sway. If it weren’t for the sing-song voice of some fellow returning to his tents, signalling his approach to the lookout to avoid being shot at, I would come near to thinking that I had imagined the scene.

         Melancholy thoughts readily assail one in the damp twilight: that chant from below, the twinkling fires, the barking of dogs, reflections from the pools in the plain fading as night falls, those barely visible, tree-girt hills that seem to march threateningly across the lifeless plain; and this handful of men from France washed up on this volcanic hilltop! Like the Territorials at Ito, they have been plunged into this extraordinary adventure at the height of their careers, men from Narbonne, Beziers and Carmaux taking up their positions atop 27 this forested crater, with the telegraph mast high above that would enable them to communicate with their far-off families in minutes, if its purpose were to facilitate tender relationships rather than the business of war. Despite the artillery and machineguns, the searchlight, all the matériel of war with its up-to-date complexity, their existence here is not so very different from that of a Roman legion standing four-square against Jugurtha’s Berbers in the Kabylia mountains two thousand years ago. For twelve months of the year our troops have to escort convoys, construct forts and defend them through the seasons in this the devil’s own country. No water to be had, no motor-roads, loose stones underfoot and yet more stones; back-breaking marches in the winter snow and mud or under the baking summer sun; sweltering days, freezing nights in small tents or makeshift shelters; often rotten food in paltry quantities, subject to the tardiness and setbacks experienced by the convoys; fever, dysentery, an impossible climate where exhaustion can easily bring them to death’s door. Then one must factor in the desperate boredom that these lands instil and the longing for what we enjoy at home; the sense of exile in these out-of-the-way spots where for weeks, months even, cut off from the rest of the world, one can be stuck without news or letters when bad weather renders the track impassable or because some bastard has ambushed and murdered the courier; and over and above all that, a feeling constantly gnawing at one that France is preoccupied with the western front and that these men’s thankless efforts enjoy little or no recognition in the public consciousness at home.

         It makes for a fine, tough story: the conquest of Morocco achieved with considerably reduced forces during the war in Europe. Since the beginning of August 1914, half the occupying forces have had to be sent back to France, leaving our African battalions deprived of their best units. As regards the Foreign Legion, only Germans, Austrians and Hungarians were left, and proximity to the Spanish Zone facilitated desertions. The old, seasoned Senegalese regiments were fighting in Flanders, and their replacements, made up of younger recruits, have proved no substitute; a very mediocre body of men having to face up to an adversary of the standard of 28 the Berbers. Your typical black soldier cannot adapt in the way a European or even an Algerian or Moroccan soldier can.

         These then were the rather basic forces available: Foreign Legionnaires, mostly German, the aforementioned rough and ready Senegalese, infantry battalions from Algeria, colonists on the brink of terminal exhaustion and some Territorial regiments from the south of France. To these men has fallen the task of holding the extensive Atlas front, putting on constant shows of force in the face of a bellicose adversary that interprets lack of action as weakness, and despite our preference for doing things peacefully having to adopt an aggressive stance to belie the paucity of our numbers. Throughout the region we have resisted the increasing aggression of tribes that are constantly being told by German emissaries that we are beaten in Europe, and that one supreme thrust would send us packing. Instead we have strengthened the existing occupation, extended the pacified areas beyond all expectation, turned to our advantage the unrest resulting from the conflict and from the breaking of treaties that were paralysing our campaign to build motor-roads, railways, ports and towns unimpeded. Thus we have given this dying country life and revitalised it as if by magic.

         Unfortunately the extraordinary events happening in France have quite overshadowed our striking but distant achievements. As our struggle here has been conducted without ups and downs, thanks to our alertness and strategic skill, perhaps the general public has been lulled into thinking the task was straightforward and success inevitable. In fact for the last ten years we have been dogged and exhausted by an intractable series of negotiations and agreements about whether and how to involve ourselves in Morocco, matters that we have learned about from the papers with disquiet and only partial understanding, but reading between the lines we have come to suspect that those who disagree with us could make trouble at any moment. So in spite of the successes we have notched up, unfortunately our presence in Morocco has long been a source of concern, the subject of heated argument in the Parisian parliament, a battlefield for two rival diplomacies.

         29 This was the train of thought preoccupying me between the four walls of the room that has been put at my disposal up on the Timhadit crater. Outside it is pouring, the first rains of autumn complete with thunder and lightning, drumming on the corrugated roof and flattening the grain sacks’ protective coverings. Cedarwood blazes in the fireplace, filling the cramped room with a church-like odour. It really is the most amazing tree at any and every stage of its life, the cedar: wonderful growing in the mountains, wonderful in town architecture, no less wonderful burning and giving off its essence-like perfume. On the whitewashed walls hang Berber rugs with black and white stripes and patterns of vividly coloured crosses, which is their most common motif. A prosthetic arm carved from polished boxwood hangs on a coat-hook, fully articulated and belonging to the room’s usual occupant, an officer who lost his own arm during trench warfare in France. He seems to have left it behind, much as one might hang up one’s walking-stick or umbrella: it must be rather impractical despite the workmanship. Through the windows, I can see the violet cascades of sparks emitted by the wireless telegraph interspersed with flashes of lightning. The smell of the woodsmoke transports me, much more swiftly than during my actual journey, back to the cedar forest and into its unexplored depths; those crosses on the rugs (perhaps a vestige of Christianity that once passed through these mountains, kept as a talisman); this lifeless arm that hints at the out-of-the-way struggle in the mountains, and so does its job as well as the living arm that fought on the Somme or at Verdun; these bluish sparks from the telegraph mast representing words, thoughts, orders transmitted over leagues of solitude and silence; this obedient electricity so odd to encounter in this crater once lit by its own volcanic fires – all these elements come together to suffuse this room with a rare poetry, dominated by an elusive but overwhelming sense of the hostile mountains all around.

      

   


   
      
         
            III

            The Hunters’ Rendezvous in the Mountains

         

         Here we are on our way once more through the mist and rain, crossing an inscrutable landscape of lava deposits and extinct volcanoes. On the bare heights above us or under the cedars we can see the fires lit by our patrols, entrusted with keeping watch over this hostile country; the invisible enemy lurking all around can easily observe the progress of our motorcars through this barren land, which until recently had known only tents and flocks. Here and there flashes of lightning brighten the livid sky. We proceed from cirque to cirque, gorge to gorge, steering round a hillock, heading down into a fold in the terrain, only to find ourselves traversing yet more slippery and rock-strewn ground, inducing feelings of melancholy and loneliness. As we follow the rock-lined track, we often encounter small clumps of men, ensuring our safe passage and saluting us in the rain.

         As we follow the General’s car, skidding and swerving but pursuing its course at speed, my train of thought is not really on the road and I brood on how this valley lies squarely in the heart of hostile tribal lands. Since we left Timhadit we have been driving through territory totally outside French control. Beyond the narrow corridor guarded by our troops above with their bivouacs and fires and by the pickets spaced along the valley, there is a complete absence of security. On either side stretch the domains and associated prestige of the great Berber chiefs who rule over the Middle Atlas: Sidi Raho and Moha Ou Hammou Le Zaïani. Not one of our officers has met 31 these secretive men in person, but according to the legend that has sprung up around them and indeed our own intelligence, they are the complete opposite of each other in character, just like the contrasting black and white stripes of the Berber rugs in my room.

         
             

         

         Moha Ou Hammou Le Zaïani, an old man of over seventy, had long been a minor chieftain, his power deriving like that of all the Atlas sheikhs from the tribal Elders, who had chosen him by throwing a handful of grass at his feet, in line with local custom. Well, a handful of grass withers quickly in the mountains, so to put his authority on a secure footing before anyone changed his mind, he accepted the title of Caïd from Sultan Moulay Hassan, or perhaps begged him for it. This gave the Sultan the doubtless illusory satisfaction of having a representative in a region not under his sway, while Moha was given weapons, which were a rather more concrete benefit. At that time the old moukhala guns, either flint-operated or percussion, were still being used; a dozen modern weapons gave their possessor a distinct advantage in any local dispute.

         A handful of well-chosen targets using the said guns had already made Moha a feared and respected chieftain, when following the death of Sultan Moulay Hassan the latter’s ill-paid and destitute soldiers offered him their services, forming thereby a redoubtable bodyguard. Moha paid them, as I understand, by imposing taxes on the numerous prostitutes operating in the larger towns, and deployed his new mercenaries to establish gradual control over the anarchic local assemblies. The way this old chieftain exercised power brilliantly illustrates the manic individualism of the Berber race, as the authority of the Elders, the strength of tradition, even religious influences all gave ground before him. He placed his children and nephews wherever possible at the head of tribes or sections of tribes, and they brought weight to bear on their subjects and their possessions in the most arbitrary and absolutist way. Moha’s wealth amounted to several millions, so it is said, in flocks and money: old hundred-franc Louis XIV and XV gold coins, Spanish doubloons, Portuguese douros, even royal French crowns such as those our 32 spahis found in bulging chests when they successfully raided his camp in September 1914. Rumour has it that this seventy-year-old today leads a dissolute life in his red mud-brick kasbahs, and that he takes on only girls of seventeen to twenty for his harem. None of which affects the immense prestige he enjoys: the prestige of the strongman among people for whom strength is the only thing that counts; the prestige of a wealthy man among the poverty-stricken; the prestige of a man powerful and audacious enough to exploit a people so firmly attached to its traditions.

         During the nigh-on ten-year campaign we have been waging against him, we have scored some successes, but he has made us suffer too, constantly urging his men to harass our garrisons, columns and convoys; bad-mouthing us in the markets; and finding ways to galvanise his followers whenever he deemed them to be flagging. However there have recently been signs that our old sparring partner is beginning to have second thoughts. His family would not be a true Berber family without serious splits within it. His sons and nephews loathe each other so implacably that they would not hesitate to betray the interests of the tribe for their own ends. One of his sons has already submitted to us. Perhaps the day is not far off when the aged king of the mountains, Moha Ou Hammou Le Zaïani himself, will come begging for his life.

         Sidi Raho’s influence, on the other hand, is subtler and more difficult to pin down. Unlike Moha, he does not have a band of armed men around him; it is just himself, more or less, but he has only to give the word for a horde of warriors to gather round him. Although he is no marabout from a long line of ancestors able to practise miracles, he is venerated and charismatic, winning hearts and minds. What is the secret of this faculty? He comes across as a just, impartial and highly dignified man, rare attributes anywhere in the world but especially so in this savage country where deep passions find resolution in primeval brutality. Obviously there is something else behind the magnetism he exercises over people, something that one would have to be a Berber to experience. Sidi Raho is one of those men whom fortune smiles on, a man who 33 leads while others follow, who speaks and is obeyed. When such a man dies, a small, basic shrine is built for him as a tomb, of a brilliant whiteness that acts as a beacon in its arid surroundings; and for generations to come, women are drawn there to pray, to importune the saint to give them children and to seek to appease their ills, calling on the living spirit of the place. That is because in the depths of the Berber soul, on equal footing with their unbridled desire for independence which just leads to anarchy, there is a profound need to love and follow powerful men; a love that borders on idolatry and which explains why their real, indeed only, religion is veneration of the deceased in whom they glimpse greatness.

         Sidi Raho will surely get his shrine one day somewhere in these mountains. He is already the living object of worship by women who invest him with miracle-working powers. Their devotion and chatter have endowed him with a prestige comparable to that enjoyed by Moha thanks to Moulay Hassan’s rifles and soldiery. This is not surprising, since women in Berber society have long enjoyed a moral authority never accorded them in Arab civilisation. The strength of Sidi Raho is based on the very sentiments, customs and devotion that Moha has so utterly abused; you will find in the former no trace of acquisitiveness or hunger for power. He is dirt poor. Ten years ago he owned a kasbah near the spot where we built the post at Anoceur, and kept his flocks there. That kasbah, we destroyed – God knows what happened to the sheep! Sidi Raho was ruined but continued to fight us. He is saintly, he is relentless, an inspiration, a beacon lit in time of danger to which all the tribesmen rally. He is able to incite a burning call to arms, an impassioned outburst echoed in the poetry improvised by the women here that in its simplicity expresses their tragic attachment to so many lost causes: markets that have been strafed by our aircraft, kasbahs abandoned, camps destroyed, flocks driven miles into the mountains. Sidi Raho inspires the women to remember the forest where they seek wood, a favourite spring, an expanse of pastureland. He is behind their emotional lamentations, their pride in a lucky combat, their burning desire to lead their lives as they have always done:

         
            
               34

               O Aïcha! O Doho: O ye young girls!

               If Christian I am fated to become

               Will I have need of sheep?

               Will I have need of a stirrup

               In which to place my foot?

            

         

         These are the quintessential elements, and there are certainly others that we are not aware of and could not understand, that have established the renown of this extraordinary man. My driving companion once watched him from afar withdrawing into the mountains after losing a fight, riding at walking pace on his grey mount, with his one squire clinging to his horse’s tail and holding a small yellow banner.

         What is it then about these mountains, sweltering in summer, freezing in winter, that arouses in these people such tenacity to defend them? Since we blocked their access to the plains, where they came down at the end of autumn to avoid the rigours of the season and to bring their flocks to feed, their existence has become dreadfully difficult. Winter is tough in a tent weighed down with snow. What is more, most of them are half naked, their only clothing a simple woollen jellaba. How can they keep their flocks alive, cattle, sheep, goats when everything is covered in snow? We sometimes see them drive their animals into the killing zone to graze, within range of our cannon and machineguns, risking death themselves rather than let their animals starve. They are desperately miserable and ravaged by disease, according to our doctors who see them in the infirmaries attached to our posts, where despite not having submitted to our authority they attend in large numbers, expecting to be cared for. ‘Ten years I’ve been fighting them,’ comments my fellow passenger, a former instructor of Moroccan infantrymen, ‘and I can claim to know them well. I have nothing but admiration for them! Neither you nor I would criticise them for firing at us.’ The officer, both sensitive and tough as soldiers frequently are, finishes on a melancholy note: ‘I love them and yet I kill them …’

         35 Perhaps the most surprising thing about these Atlas Berbers, so determined to defend themselves, is that they adapt with astonishing ease to the practical side at least of our colonialism if not to our philosophy, the moment they come down to the plain and live in contact with us. Those that constantly pour down from the mountains where life is hard and into the plain where things are easier constitute the backbone of the Maghreb’s population, with the result that Morocco, unusually for a Muslim country, has a population of a hard-working and unfanatical character. They have been scarcely affected by Islamic civilisation and so have not borrowed from it that noble love of idleness, that distaste for work typical of the Orient. Unlike the people of Arabia, they are not locked in a straitjacket of precepts from the Book, which ordains every thought and gesture in life. Active, jolly, open-minded, acquisitive, politically astute, talkative, rebellious, they have something of the character of French peasants and even resemble them physically, with their shrewd mien, thin beards and uncouth features far removed from the normal consistency of Semitic physiognomy. In both inland and coastal towns they stand out sharply among the urbane, listless Moorish population. One comes across them everywhere on construction sites and road-metalling. They have supplied nearly all the troops for the Moroccan division, so well known on the western front. They willingly go to Lyons, Marseilles or Bordeaux to work in our munitions factories. They are intelligent enough to back us in our efforts to breathe new life into this aged Maghreb empire. And they still resist us in their Atlas fastness in the same way as they fought Rome; and not out of a religious fanaticism that even in defeat perpetuates ill-defined though heartfelt notions of holy war, but for the sake of freedom.

         
             

         

         On each side of the valley the mountains were gradually hemming us in without our noticing, and we had now arrived at the bottom of a seemingly impassable natural amphitheatre, strewn with boulders and rich in holm oaks and cedars. Here begins the Tarseft Pass, a tricky way through the mountains readily susceptible to rebel ambush; indeed we had observed lookouts a couple of miles away 36 on either side of the road. It was almost a proper motor-road that our troops had marked out yesterday, but our vehicles made their way up with considerable difficulty, given the gradient was steep and the rain had made it slippery. The track climbed in zigzags through shrubs and well-established trees dominated by the occasional cedar, the true lord of the forest. Sunbeams filtered through their dark, well-spaced limbs, scattering the glittering, smoky-blue vestiges of mist clinging to their branches. On the uphill side of the track these giant trees overshadowed our ant-like progress, while on the downhill side we dominated them, looking down on their often-fractured crowns interlaced in a cat’s cradle of pretty green layers.

         This was a landscape where both trees and men seemed like the leftovers of an ancient world. At times my spirit revelled in being able to travel so swiftly across such fierce and hostile territory, forging ahead through this wilderness as if on a normal French road and catching the virgin forest off guard as the day dawned. At other times I gave way to doubts about how so many of the country’s traditions were about to be overthrown, replacing the current rude anarchy with European disciplines; it is as if we took the superiority of our civilisation for granted, and that under the obvious orderliness of our enlightened society there would be an end to the existing fiscal shambles, self-interest and disorganisation. A popular theme in Arab poetry has two riders approaching the town that is their common destination and taking it in turns to describe the delights that await them: one praising this or that pleasure and the other countering with his own preferences. Likewise throughout the journey I seemed to hear within me the conflicting voices of two travellers, advocating in turn irreconcilable sentiments about the French presence in Morocco.

         But now that we had reached the top of the pass, we could see the last slopes of the Middle Atlas falling away beneath our feet; beyond, a vast green and yellow valley was spread out before us, and beyond that a new chain of mountains loftier even than those we had just crossed: the High Atlas, stretching across the horizon, with its gentle contours from which jutted dazzling peaks and 37 snow-capped crests. Any thoughts about our role in Morocco were forgotten in the face of the spectacle awaiting us below.

         Down there, in the lush valley of the High Moulouya, six thousand men were looking forward to the General’s arrival. For the first time the troops from Meknes under General Poeymirau, commander of the Meknes region, whose men had built the motor-road we had been following, had joined up with troops from the South Oranais in western Algeria, under General Maurial and Colonel Doury, commander of the Bou Denib district, who had for the first time crossed the High Atlas. The two mountain ranges, separating southern Algeria from the plains of Morocco, which had hitherto only been crossed by a handful of travellers disguised as Muslims or Jews, had been conquered by our men; Morocco and Algeria were now connected by a new road over both Atlas ranges. This great coming-together of armies was the single-minded goal behind the General’s resolutely conducted expedition, which had departed a few days earlier from Rabat on the coast.

         We tried to make out the soldiers expecting us, presumably stationed somewhere on the banks of the inscrutable Moulouya, which runs from the little-known lands under Moha Ou Hammou’s sway all the way to the strife-free Mediterranean plains; but we could only see snowy peaks, cedar forests, and the sulphur-hued plain, a seemingly empty landscape. As we headed down the vertiginous track beyond the pass, the view was lost among the rockfalls and cedars, holm oaks and thujas. Then we found ourselves crossing another grim and daunting valley, with a volcano like those we had seen before rearing up, black with ash and lava, denuded of vegetation, as if its magma had erupted the previous evening and was still incandescent. Eventually with the volcano behind us we reached the fringes of the plain itself, stretching for sixty miles to the High Atlas foothills; a plain so similar to the great plateaus of southern Algeria that when the Algerian spahis stationed in Morocco for the four previous years saw it for the first time, they believed they had come home, and celebrated their arrival in this vast expanse with a wild fantasia, whooping with joy.

         38 Gusts of hot, almost Saharan air buffeted us, suffused with the odour of burnt mint. Table-topped hills known as garas, vestiges of a geological past beyond the mind’s comprehension, greeted us in this vast landscape, whose monotony they were nevertheless unable to break up. Here and there the sun gleamed on tawny mud-brick enclosures where the indigenous people of the plain took shelter with their flocks. From a distance the light seemed to radiate from their walls as in a mirage, but in reality they were hovels ruined through pillage or the effects of rain, whose occupants have abandoned them and built fresh ones – no mud-brick structure is ever repaired once it has started to collapse.

         From the flat tops of the hillocks a few horsemen dressed in white and blue scanned the horizon. On each side of the track that had been traced in the sand only the night before, teams of infantrymen were still engaged in clearing clumps of esparto grass. We were continually expecting to come upon the troops we were to meet round the next gara, but gara succeeded gara and there was still nobody. Eventually, like something out of a Raffet or Dauzet painting, a distant array of men in unbroken, silent lines suddenly came into sight, drawn up armed and motionless on parade, minute as ants against the backdrop of glittering mountain peaks. And this vision, coming across six thousand men in this wilderness within a wilderness, was so utterly out of the ordinary, that we looked at each other in astonishment as if the encounter were quite unexpected.

         
             

         

         Night-time: the esparto-grass fires among the tents light up both banks of the river, which runs in a deep cutting across the plateau. Far off a powerful beam sweeps the plain: the searchlight at Itzer, another of our posts higher up the valley and similar to Timhadit, a stone-built compound at the top of a hill, a beacon of inspiration dominating its surroundings. Itzer is dreadfully isolated midway between the two mountain ranges, and once snow covers the track we came along, it is cut off from the world for five months. Bugles and hunting horns sound protracted fanfares as the troops’ fires are 39 put out; fires that the mountain folk can see burning, fanfares that they can hear. What are they thinking, up there under the cedars?

         General Lyautey is moving about in his tent, his tall and slender outline briefly visible in the light of a brazier before he vanishes into the shadows. As he paces around his quarters at the end of a day that will be engraved in the history of the conquest of the Atlas, my mind goes back, as perhaps his does hearing this music, to another day in July 1914, when all his work in Morocco was on the point of being undone.

         
             

         

         On that day, 29 July, a telegram from Paris put his project in greater jeopardy than if all the Maghreb tribes had risen in revolt. In the face of the threat represented by a war now seen as inevitable, the French Government had come to believe it was impossible for us to remain in Morocco. In the light of this Paris gave orders that the interior of the country should be abandoned and that half of our forces should be sent back to France, while the rest should be brought back to the coast, to keep hold of the ports and maintain the lines of communication between Algeria and the Moroccan cities Rabat, Fez and Taza.

         How this great man, whose glowing cigarette I can occasionally glimpse, must have been overcome with anguish! To obey such an order meant losing in one fell swoop the gains of ten years of fighting and bloody sacrifice, giving over to anarchy a country to which we had brought a peace it had never known before, casting aside the immense resources that Morocco could furnish us with in the coming struggle and meekly turning our backs on all that had been at stake in this war; not to mention the risk of a revolt here in the Maghreb spreading across North Africa, from the Atlantic to Egypt. Throughout the Atlas we were locked in combat with dissident tribes; the Berbers were already ferocious enough, and it is easy to imagine the fresh determination and aggression that withdrawal would inspire, a withdrawal that German agents had already told them was inevitable. Among the tribes that had already come to heel, many were just waiting for an excuse to take up arms 40 again; others, noting our weakness, were beginning to regret their docile submission and were turning against us. If we did as Paris asked, our battalions would have to open an escape route and fight every inch of the two-hundred-mile route across a territory in full revolt. Decimated by the enemy, worn down by the crushing heat, abandoning dead and wounded along the way, our forces would be on their last legs by the time they reached the coast. Instead of the top-notch troops from Africa that Paris was expecting, it would be a force exhausted from their pointless exertions that would disembark in Marseilles and Bordeaux. A good percentage of the troops in question would anyway have to be kept in Morocco to safeguard our ports, protect our French nationals and establish the front that we would have relinquished in the Atlas along the coast instead. Lastly, maintaining communication links with Algeria via Fez and the Taza corridor and keeping our staging posts connected over a three-hundred-mile distance did not bear thinking about.

         Nevertheless, the order had been given to do precisely that!

         The following day General Lyautey met with the top brass, Gouraud, Henrys, Brûlard, Peltier, whom he had summoned from Rabat, to brief them as to the decision he had taken. He had been asked for twenty battalions: he would send them, and more, but he refused to give up an inch of the territory we had won. Instead of pulling the troops the Government had allowed him to retain back to the coast, it would be the coast that would be put in difficult straits, as the forward garrisons in the interior would hold their positions and be reinforced with anyone who could hold a rifle. Come what may we had to stay in the Atlas, maintain our network of posts and contain the tribes in their mountain fastnesses. Thereby we might well be able to preserve strife-free the plains between the coast and the mountains, or at least keep the lid on any uprising long enough to enable our troops to get there to quell it in good physical condition rather than as wrecks.

         That day General Lyautey kept hold of Morocco for France or, one could say, he won Morocco for France a second time. Practically at the same time in very different theatres of war, two 41 men who found themselves in the same position came to the same conclusion, Galliéni on the Marne and Lyautey in the Atlas, turning a desperate situation round by a masterstroke. In the course of their adventurous lives they had both adopted the same theory of command and leadership; they had come to realise that over and above obedience, discipline and the willingness to take responsibility, there is the need to think outside the box and hit on the least obvious solution, and that in war as in everything else miracles are achieved when action is tempered by insight.

         And that is how this evening in 1917, three years later, we come to be here, in the heartlands of the dissident tribes, this Haute Moulouya where the writ of the great sultans has never really run, despite the pride they took in calling themselves princes of the Moulouya in their official proceedings. When we return next spring, a bridge to be called the Colombes Ford will be built across this long, inaccessible river at the very spot where our camp is currently pitched. All around new routes are opening up, tracks which today just take in our fortifications but which tomorrow will be roads, instruments of strength and security. Tribes that are indomitable now will become more and more isolated and cut off from each other, effectively partitioned by our columns, roads and network of posts. Once the war in Europe is over and the last few tribes holding out no longer have German backing in the form of promises, money and weapons, one final push will do the business and Berber resistance, assailed on all sides, will collapse.

         
            
               O Doho! O Aïcha! (goes a favourite women’s song)

               The man with his cannon has defeated us!

               He has set up camp in the valley,

               And now he is pulling at our clothes,

               How mighty he is, the man in the kepi, my daughters!

            

         

         Meanwhile, the General had retired to his tent, where his wont was to work late. The Itzer searchlight had ceased crisscrossing the esparto grass and lighting up the alien hills. The fires from the 42bivouacs were extinguished, and during the night the last bugle fanfares already seemed to be sounding the call to the hunters’ mountain rendezvous.

      

   


   
      
         
            IV

            Ba Ahmed’s Palace

         

         Leagues away from the cedar forest, I find myself in a palace where I am the sole guest, my only company the pigeons cooing on the green-tiled roofs and swooping down to drink from the fountains in the marble courtyards. Now how did I come to be here in this enchanting mansion, far from the Haute Moulouya and the awe-inspiring moonscape with its thousand extinct craters? By car, prosaically, but I feel I must have travelled here by magic carpet, that Arabian Nights transport that shrinks distances and miraculously conveys its riders to the most alluring destinations. So here I am: a sultan, a pasha perhaps, who knows, the hero in some marvellous adventure, the master of an enchanted estate.

         Elegance, fantasy, fortuity – these seem to have been the sole architects of this place. It is a labyrinth, a random series of marble courtyards and gardens, round which open out rooms of divine, ethereal luxury, with lofty doors reaching to the ceiling, all painted with flowers, stars, arabesques; mosaic paving, whose colours gleam in the water flowing over them, and plaster friezes sculpted with a seemingly tireless imagination. Then there are the ceilings: domed ceilings, ceilings like upturned boats, ceilings hollowed out and hung with golden, azure or vermilion stalactites, and others flat but lined with dozens of narrow wooden beams densely painted with thousands of blooms – flowerbeds in the air that never fade, put up to distract the idle dreamer relaxing languidly on his cushions.

         The courtyard I am in now, with its three fountains, is of the most noble dimensions. Beyond it I come across smaller courtyards, with 44 a single marble basin; then others surrounded by arcades beneath which open painted doors and tiny shuttered windows decorated like illuminated manuscripts. Further on I encounter patios with a roof over them, whose only lighting filters through small pieces of coloured glass embedded in the lace-like stucco and where, coming from the dazzling outdoors, one’s eyes need a moment to distinguish the fountain, the decorated doors and precious mysteries hidden from the daylight.

         I turn my attention to the gardens. These are quite unlike others elsewhere; huge sunken rectangles, planted with orange trees by the crateload, divided by gleaming walkways paved with mosaics, rosettes and enamelled flower motifs. The trees in these deeply hollowed-out beds are in bloom and heavy with produce, interspersed with lemon trees with their clusters of pale yellow fruit, cypresses three time higher than the surrounding green-tiled roofs, banana plants, Japanese lilacs, cassias with tufts of golden, perfumed blossom, daturas, geraniums, a tangle of cottagey plants. All give the impression of having been thrown in at random, as if the gardener had addressed his trees and plants thus: ‘Here’s the space I’m allotting you: nothing is to grow outside these four square, sunken beds below the lustrous pathways reserved for zellige, your sisters in enamel; but down there make yourselves at home, run as wild as you like, I leave you in God’s hands …’

         Every single thing in these gardens glows, flourishes or gives off scent and sensations: the fruit trees, the flowerbeds, the rose designs in the pathways, the numerous painted doors (some a little faded admittedly, with the gold flaking off), the green tiles covering the roofs. A thousand shades of colour twinkle in the half light of the rooms and the jewel-like alcoves built into the garden’s sides, where the master of the house would come with his wives to take tea, listen to music and watch the moon rising between the tapering cypresses.

         Everything radiates harmony: the geometry of the architecture and decoration is set off by almost deliberate confusion, neglect and artifice, and enamelled and painted flowers are intertwined with living blooms. This rough-hewn realm of nature both coheres and 45 contrasts with the decorative elegance, while the solitude and silence are brought to life by a fountain where pathways meet beneath the jasmine, a concert of iridescent music. Here we find poetry, art and all manner of beauty: a tightly circumscribed space that yet enjoys endless freedom within its narrow confines, where the creator of this paradise expresses his will while carefully observing the rules.

         A nigh-impossible task, to describe or paint the subtle charm of the Orient and do it justice! How to catalogue these wonders, whose charms no one seems to have particularly thought about, this beauty that does not ask how it got there and seems unsurprised at its own silent harmony, its divine concert radiating affectation and simplicity at the same time? I feel like a scholar studying by lamplight, trying to understand the spell cast by the ethereal verses of a Persian poet. I tell myself, this is how it is: here a walkway, cypresses and orange trees; over there, a fountain, a marble basin, a star-burst in zellige. But by the time one has worked out the precise position and purpose of each feature, the orange blossom will have forfeited its scent, the cypress will have lost its youthful suppleness, the birds fallen silent, the jasmine blossom shrunk back into the foliage and the sublime, double-leaved doors of gold and carmine will have closed disheartened, hiding the silent, shadowy rooms.

         And how our vocabulary ties itself in knots describing the wonders here! How to speak of pomp when informality would seem a better description, or grandeur and beauty when it manifests itself as prettiness and vapidity? At the same time, the naturalness I note around me radiates dignity, and neglect here never looks tawdry. Things that are not supposed to go together in our minds for aesthetic reasons work perfectly together here.

         The great courtyard paved in green and white marble is surrounded by a wooden gallery, whose blue paintwork is faded, rustic and frankly mediocre. Tall, straggly weeds grow on the green-tiled roofs that protect the ravishing rooms below. Water overflows from the basins, runs down the sides and floods the magnificent marble. Flocks of pigeons wheel and land on the sun-kissed paving, and in the palace’s empty silence the way they strut around cooing, 46 resplendent, dignified and utterly at home is in my mind what best captures the genius loci, the majesty of this place.

         Stepping outside these opulent interiors, I find myself in a labyrinth of narrow passages, the entrances to which could easily be blocked by a door or a slave, the walls bare and whitewashed, with a hole in the ceiling covered by a grating to provide light. No ornamentation whatsoever, as if this part of the vast mansion had been left unfinished. In the Arab mindset, I suppose, there is no need for total perfection: what is the point of decorating parts where one spends no time? These bare corridors represent the country in miniature, where wide, characterless expanses of land separate delightful places full of good cheer and civilisation. The underlying passion that so often inspires Arab poetry – the pleasure in being by running water, the greenery and shade after the blazing heat of the countryside – is mirrored in the architecture of such palaces. It is part of the grand plan that wall surfaces are left plain and white between the mosaics at the bottom and the plaster frieze high up, where the lace-like construction gives way to the magnificent ceiling. And the same thinking undoubtedly prevails outside: between the courtyards and the mosaic-rich gardens, these corridors I have been exploring should be left quite neglected, to increase many times over the pleasure of emerging from them into a new magical space.

         
             

         

         Who was it created for, this palace that feels like a vestige of a forgotten or non-existent age, where benevolence, sweet music and poetry would have prevailed? For what beautiful woman, for what entrancing poet? In fact it was just the other day that this palace was built, and built for the least poetic of men, the Grand Vizier Ba Ahmed, who twenty years ago during the youth of Sultan Abd El Aziz was the true overlord of Morocco. A half-caste, born of the unlikely union of a black man and a Jewish woman, he was most unprepossessing, pot-bellied, with short, skinny legs, but extremely intelligent, bossy, domineering and ruthless; he even used to have the young Abd El Aziz whipped. When out and about in the city he 47 was always accompanied by guards, who would roughly arrest and throw into prison anyone rash enough to look him in the eye. In one of these sumptuous rooms, I’m not sure which, he gave audiences from morning till evening, dispatching business without getting up from the divan where he slumped even for meals. The servants would lay before him the endless dishes typical of the Moroccan aristocracy’s eating habits; being greedy he stuffed himself until he was so full he fell asleep, only to resume his menial and exhausting career of diligent administrator an hour later.

         Meanwhile an army of craftsmen worked frantically around him to complete and embellish his residence, filling the air with the sound of their hammers and their singing as they pointed the gaps in the paving. It was impossible to please him, this spoilt half-negro, this never satisfied half-Jew consumed with arrogance and the constant need to go one step further. At any moment he would demand a room be knocked down and rebuilt or order his artisans to replace a courtyard with a garden, rip away mosaics, demolish a ceiling; endlessly reworking details so delicate and imaginative that they seemed to have been created in a carefree spirit of joie-de-vivre.

         The morning of his last day on earth, his doctors feared the noise would disturb him and ordered his workers to suspend their labours. No longer able to hear any activity, the dying man flew into a violent rage. Carpenters, woodworkers, masons and all the workforce had to take up their tools again, and Ba Ahmed breathed his last amid the hammering and incessant chanting of those building the patios:

         
            
               ‘The birds behold us as we work,

               But it is our lord and master who pays us …’

            

         

         At the far end of this mansion there lies a distant, secret garden, lush with vegetation like an over-stuffed vase: banana and orange trees, physalis and datura. Here a small, arched door leads into a tower three storeys high, dominating one knows not quite why the whole one-storey palace. Climb a steep staircase, and from 48 the top savour a view so magnificent as to make you forget all the beautiful things below. Imagine: all around stretches a vast array of rose-red ramparts and terraces hemmed in by greenery, massed olive and palm trees; and seemingly at no distance to speak of rise the Atlas Mountains with their blindingly white snow, like a giant wave with its foam-flecked crest that will at any moment resume its thunderous movement and break on the beach. Between this menacing, craggy wave and the palm grove, there are no dips in the ground, no depressions, nothing but the featureless plain closed off at the horizon by the formidable mountain range. Up there, one can only guess, lie icefields with their lethal crevasses, sheer drops, unspeakable dangers, yet at the same time one glimpses a gentle, sweet infinity, whose far-off blue haze tempers the white snow.

         Turn in the other direction and you will see a chain of low hills bathed in warm sunlight, which instead of the icy sublimity of the high Atlas peaks have been endowed by nature with gracious, gentle outlines and a divine medley of colours. It is at least sixty miles between these hills and the Atlas, but the air is so clear that any sense of distance is confounded and the vast plain shrinks to nothing. There is only just space for this mud-brick city, Marrakesh, and its houses and gardens within this wide expanse, and the palms on the far edge of the oasis seem to caress the mountain crags with the symmetry of their branches.

         From this tower the appearance of the grim Ba Ahmed’s superb palace changes for the worse. It reverts to a series of uneven, chalk-stained terraces, rooftops marred by clumps of untidy grass and vacant spaces above which pokes the odd cypress. Beyond lies the city itself: one can see half into the courtyards crowded against each other, all identical, all in a wretched state, hollowed out like the holes in a honeycomb. The inhabitants’ living quarters, a multiplicity of cube-shaped units constructed chock-a-block, extend to the edge of the surrounding gardens in an inscrutable pattern of square towers and terraces. Marrakesh is the quintessential large town of the South, where our Berber friend, whose only previous experience was of a tent or a hut, made his attempt at city life without ever 49 really managing it. In the eight centuries since these ramparts were built, in the eight centuries that millions of people have lived within them, all there is to show for their trouble is this immense mud-brick camp, where families still dwell in age-old simplicity, cheek by jowl with donkeys, chickens and mules.

         I am not sure why the natives call this city Marrakesh the Red: these rows of ramparts endlessly scorched by the sun actually have the colour of curled-up autumn leaves, and rarely if ever take on a pale pink or vermilion hue. Meanwhile there is no woodsmoke to be seen, no audible sounds, just the calls of kestrels wheeling and gliding above, and then breaking the silence the drawn-out braying of some donkey left to fend for itself in the ruins.

         Above this earthy mound that men have ceaselessly turned over, left to crumble and tirelessly moulded once more into ramparts and houses, soars a lofty, square and sun-baked stone tower, standing out alone against the sky. The Koutoubia, surmounted by its four golden globes, looks down on the low-built city from a height of two hundred and thirty feet; it has been a lodestar for men’s ambitions and yearnings for over eight centuries, and the place to which all roads from the South lead.

         Further away high crenellated walls surround vast, deserted courtyards above which peep the tips of cypresses and the green roofs of the Sultan’s palace. Beyond, the ramparts fade out of sight round an orchard of olive and orange trees, which is nearly as big as the city itself, from which emerge more green-tiled roofs, cypresses and palm trees whose tousled fronds seem to fan the distant snows.

         Over there, those turquoise, pyramid-shaped roofs shelter the sanctuary of Sidi-Bel-Abbès, the patron saint of Marrakesh. In its precincts live six thousand people in a community one would find nowhere else in the world: every single person is blind, with their own laws and brotherhoods, their own wealth and their misery; six thousand people who blindly grope their way around the sanctuary under the dazzling sun.

         Then there is another enclosed space, more ramparts, but seemingly without life, no green roofs or trees, nothing but 50 motionless storks guarding the ruined battlements. Three hundred years ago this was one of the loveliest palaces in the world, built by Sultan El Mansour the Golden, and compared to which the mansion I am staying in with all its delights is a very modest affair. Once upon a time that palace glittered with onyx of every hue, marble from Italy, columns overlaid with gold leaf, mosaics suggestive of flowers or a coat’s rich embroidery, ceilings of carved cedar, gardens, shimmering ornamental ponds, fountains. Such marvels no longer exist, only the great, rust-coloured walls and the solitude they enclose that captivated the poet:

         
            
               Palaces once the jewels of the landscape

               You are no longer inhabited.

               You are no better than ruins

               Where birds twitter sadly all around,

               Breaking off their laments

               Only to resume them immediately.

               I addressed one of these birds

               That in its sorrow and despair

               Stood apart from the others.

               ‘Why,’ I asked, ‘do you sigh and grieve?’

               ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘the good times are over

               And will not come again.’

            

         

         From my vantage point there is nothing but silence around me. The great city seems as deserted as the palace of El Mansour, with just the calls of the ever-active kestrels. Evening is upon us now, and from all points of the compass flocks of white ibis fly in to gather for the night in the Sultan’s gardens on the edge of a large lake, where the reflections of the snow-capped Atlas and the olive trees mingle. They whirl over my head like happy thoughts coming and going, and the action of their wings is like a fan’s breath on the cheek. To celebrate the twilight, the pretty little hills each clad themselves in different silken attire, pink, mauve, blue, violet, shades of immortality. The great plain stretching to the Atlas foothills has 51 taken on a bluish, icy hue but the peaks are still bathed in the day’s glittering farewell. Marrakesh has turned honey-coloured, like those popular cakes that themselves imitate the city’s honeycomb structure. The lofty Koutoubia blazes red as if touched by fire. As the sun sets the palm trees seem to float over a desert of sand against a golden backdrop of sky. In this vast amphitheatre of the heavens bounded on one side by the mountain snows and on the other by the fiery sunset, the light and everything it touches changes from minute to minute; it intensifies and surpasses itself in brightness, making for a firework display of colours, before it subsides and is extinguished. The mountains turn dark and lifeless; the hillocks become piles of ash from the fires of the evening; the green tiles on Sidi-Bel-Abbès’s sanctuary gleam no longer, and one is saddened to think how those thousands of blind people living in its precincts are denied the beautiful show that takes place unfailingly each evening.

         I have witnessed a surfeit of beauty such that typically leaves me feeling ill at ease, and I go downstairs and back into the palace. The patios are still warm, the gardens now deep in shadow still give off their scent; the marble courtyards remain empty, their fountains playing for nobody, greenery that cannot escape the bounds of the palace and all the painted flowers seemingly smiling at long-departed residents. After the wonders I had contemplated from the tower it is restful, a relief even, to find myself back in this graceful building and free of that overwhelming sense of inferiority that nature afflicts one with as soon as one steps outside a defined space. A palace like this may possibly have something of a prison about it, but a prison that liberates and relieves. The constituent elements one sees all around are both trifling and perfect at the same time, artifice contrasting with a true creative spirit. The enigma is becoming clearer to me: these doors decorated with flowers that are not flowers, stars which are not stars, painted lines that are intertwined, supple and utterly free, this precious, self-serving unreality that borrows little if anything from real life – all this begins to reveal its deeper meaning to me unencumbered by its refinement. Such is the wisdom that Arab art reveals in its studied refusal to depict 52 nature in all its convulsions and diversity and instead invented the arabesque to express the ever-changing beauty of things, with its flexible patterns, lawless geometry and utter capriciousness, giving rein to the imagination with the same insouciance as the kestrels I watched earlier, wheeling overhead in the fast-changing splendour of the evening.
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