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Prologue

            


IT WAS ONE OF THOSE MOMENTS when you think the TV remote might have gone into interstellar overdrive, switching randomly at high speed between news, soap opera and light entertainment. Only in real time. In real life.

         

A few minutes ago my friend Abdel had poured a liberal measure of vodka and Coke into a red-and-white spotted mug and handed it to me, with the whispered afterthought, ‘We can nip round the corner for a toke of kif in a minute.’

         

But right now I am standing on a street corner, wreathed in acrid smoke, a youth in a sweaty singlet next to me holding an axe and machete above my head while a 12-year-old boy on my right brandishes his fists aggressively, and in my hands is a bloodied skull, recently stripped of its flesh.

From a nearby rooftop Abdel’s pretty young nieces are looking down on us, tossing their luxuriant dark hair and waving happily as they prepare to post on Facebook their photos of the ritual slaughter of the lambs.

It could only be Morocco.

I am in Larache, a beautiful, if somewhat neglected, Atlantic coast town in the former Spanish occupation zone – subtly but distinctly different from those that were occupied by the French – as an honoured guest of a local greengrocer’s family at the holiest festival of the Muslim year. Toe-deep in freshly spilled goat’s blood.

Once upon a time I thought the cover of the Rolling Stones’ album Goats Head Soup freaky, but it was as nothing compared to the real thing I am now holding in my hands. Yet my reaction is not horror. Maybe just mild shock. But then the vodka helps. As does the kif inhaled, deeply, from a long wooden pipe with a little clay bowl, a few minutes later.

         

The occasion is Eid el-Adha, ‘The Feast of the Sacrifice’, commonly referred to – for the benefit of non-Islamic foreigners – as the ‘Muslim Christmas’: the big religious holiday 40 days after the end of Ramadan when families come together, go to prayers in the morning, eat well, then dress up in their finest clothes and parade around town greeting one another in a great celebration of family life. Oh, and slaughter a sheep or two. Each. The slaughtering is left to the men, of course. Specifically to the fathers. Those who do not do their grisly duty are considered in orthodox Islam to be insouciant towards the fate of their children.

Eid el-Adha commemorates one of the most important stories shared by the Jewish, Christian and Muslim religions: the moment when Abraham, ordered by God or Allah aka Yaweh (none of which is actually a name, just a statement of deity) to sacrifice his son, is released from his dreadful promise by an angel who shows him a ram caught in a thorn bush which he may sacrifice instead. The story is essentially identical in all three traditions except for a few details, such as that the Arabic name for Abraham is Ibrahim, and whereas Jews – and therefore Christians – believe that the child to be slaughtered was Isaac, the (more treasured) younger son who would survive to be patriarch of the Jews, Muslims prefer to believe that it was his (more important) first-born, Ismail (Ishmael), who would survive to become patriarch of the Arabs. But then in any story it is only natural that everybody wants their own ancestor to have had the starring role

Such religio-historical hair-splitting, literal or otherwise, is hardly much on my mind. I am in Morocco on a pilgrimage of an altogether different kind: the long-overdue fulfilment of an early-teen aspiration that would eventually lead me on a voyage of exploration through one of the most fascinating, quixotic and exotic countries in the world.

         

My fascination with Morocco had begun 45 years ago when a magical pop song exploded over the airwaves, which to a generation that for the first time in history could travel widely, other than as soldiers with guns in their hands, summed up a brave new world of excitement and adventure.

It was, oddly enough, written by an Englishman though, given the spirit of the age, it had to be sung by an American band. Not just American, but Californian. It was a song that conjured up an accessible vision of escapism and free love, fuelled by cannabis, a drug dreaded by a hidebound establishment built on class and capital.

Nash’s catchy little ditty was a wake-up call for a new generation in a new world, a generation whose fathers had known North Africa, if at all, as drudge foot soldiers, cannon fodder in the wars of outdated empires. Now here was an Englishman, living in California, urging us to take a train from Casablanca going south, blowing smoke rings from the corner of our mouths. It was an irresistible invitation. And we knew only too well that it wasn’t tobacco Mr Nash and his friends were smoking.

The magical idea of riding the Marrakech Express extolled the appeal of a city on the edge of a desert, beyond Europe, on the cusp of Africa, a city with a name that exuded exotica, escaped from the world of One Thousand and One Nights, a place more unimaginable than the kingdom of the Wizard of Oz, home to mystics, fortune tellers, acrobats and snake charmers. Marrakech was then, as now, the magic talisman that stood for the whole country, credited with giving it its name. For centuries it had been known to foreigners as Morocco city.

         

Nash said it all with his evocation of brightly coloured cotton, Berber tribesmen charming cobras in the square and buying striped jellabas to wear at home. He had written the anthem of the ‘cool in a kaftan, love and peace, man’ generation. He conjured up the confusion of adolescence, the optimistic rejection of the previous generation’s dour views of reality, and the drug-inspired escapism of the ’60s. We too wanted to sweep the cobwebs from our minds, to go out there and see the world as it was, ignoring everything that had been said to us by our elders, who were not necessarily our betters. It was a call to challenge the conventional, to see the world for ourselves.

         

Okay, so Graham Nash, born in Blackpool, England, in the direst depths of the Second World War, didn’t get it quite right. The Moroccan livestock markets, filled with sheep, goats and poultry, might well have seemed like ‘animal carpet’ but if they did include ducks and chickens, Muslim Marrakech certainly didn’t have any pigs. I suspect young Graham’s kif-clouded mind was recalling some nursery carpet in his Lancashire bedroom.

         

But the romanticism and escapism expressed through a vision of clear Moroccan skies reflected in someone else’s eyes made up for it. To those of us, a half a generation younger, only just waking up to the fact that we were not trapped by history, heredity and a bankrupt social order, it proclaimed one message, loud and clear: ‘All aboard the train!’

I am embarrassed to say it took me nearly 40 years to visit Nash’s illusory oasis, during which time the shrinking world made it seem suddenly no longer such a distant destination, indeed a standard resort for European tour groups. The first time I visited was with my wife, very much as a tourist, in search of exoticism and sun, and found both in good measure; we had taken in the quixotic delights of Marrakech, seen the sun set over the Atlas and made a trip to the blue-and-white ‘windy city’ of Essaouira on the Atlantic coast. But had we really even scratched the skin of the real Morocco? In the meantime I had made friends with Moroccans living in London who enthused about their homeland, though not without reservations. You should go elsewhere, they said, get to know the place, travel the way the ordinary people do.

         

What made me decide that it was time to pack my bags for Marrakech and beyond once again, with a much greater aim in mind than a few days in the sun, was an invitation from Abdel to join his family for one of the greatest festivals of the Islamic year, and the sudden realisation that if I did not go now, it might all, literally, go up in a puff of smoke. And not the sort that Graham Nash could blow smoke rings with.

In 2011 we saw what was almost universally described as the ‘Arab Spring’, an absurd example of journalists applying a catchphrase from another time and place to a modern event as a form of shorthand to avoid actually having to think about, let alone describe, what is actually going down. The term ‘Spring’ in this sense goes back to the 1968 ‘Prague Spring’ when Soviet tanks brought a brutal end to the liberalising of communist rule under Alexander Dubcek in what was the capital of the now long-dissolved state of Czechoslovakia. Partly because of the time of year – it actually lasted from January until the end of August – some journo had, in an excess of enthusiasm over Realpolitik, labelled this abortive, would-be 1989, the ‘Prague Spring’.

Ever since, any overnight shift in the set social order in a country presumed repressive has been labelled a ‘Spring’, even if it occurs midsummer or in the depths of winter, and even if, as sadly happened in the original case and in most since, it ends bloodily with little or no improvement. That ended up being what happened in nearly all the Arab countries where the ‘Spring’ contagion spread, from Tunisia where it began, and has remained the most successful, to Libya where following less than measured Western intervention, dictatorship was replaced with bloody anarchy, to Egypt where the revolution swallowed itself, brutally; twice. From Bahrain where repression was swift and brutal to the Gulf States and Saudi Arabia where little was reported or whatever did happen was suddenly and ruthlessly suppressed to little or no complaint from the rest of the Western world, and eventually to Syria, where ‘Spring’ became the prelude to a bloody fratricidal civil war.

         

In Morocco, almost alone, spring never sprung.

As a journalist who has lived under repressive communism in the Soviet Union, Poland and East Germany through the pivotal years leading up to the end of the Cold War, and since travelled extensively in the Cuba of the Castros, I have always wondered what makes a society tip over the edge, or more precisely, what stops it doing so: what makes someone balanced on a clothesline over a chasm become a tightrope-walker rather than an accident waiting to happen?

Amidst the chaos and repression that have been the hallmark of the Arab world over recent years, Morocco appeared to offer a ‘third way’. Amidst the so-called ‘clash of cultures’, which has appeared as if from nowhere to replace the Cold War, to take us back to the Middle Ages when Muslims and Christians were at each other’s throats, Morocco, superficially at least, seemed to have kept at least one foot in Graham Nash’s idyllic late 1960s. I had to find out if it was true, and if it could last.

My visit to Larache for the festival of Eid introduced me to Morocco up close, at a personal level, and made me hungry to see and hear more of the country that has played a pivotal role in the history of Islam and its cross-cultural influences on Europe from the days when what we now call Spain was a province of the Islamic caliphate, run by Moroccan sultans, up to and beyond the days when Morocco was a colonial possession divided between France and Spain.

All aboard the train!
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The Not Quite Silent Lambs

            



SOME MORNINGS you just wake up feeling like an idiot, some mornings you wake up and realise you really are an idiot. Smartphones may have changed the world but they aren’t that clever in the hands of stupid people. That’s what I felt at 8.30 in the morning when I woke up to realise that my flight to Morocco would be taking off from Heathrow airport in approximately 30 minutes. Never mind check-in time, I can’t even get to Heathrow in less than an hour at best (I don’t think anybody who doesn’t live right next to a runway can, and even then I wouldn’t bet on it).

         

I had set the alarm perfectly for 6.00 on my iPhone, set it to ring again five and then 15 minutes later. But I hadn’t noticed I’d set it on silent. There was nothing to do but answer the panicky text message from my friend Abdelillah, which had also arrived silently of course, to tell him to go ahead without me: I would spend the next hour or two trying to find an alternative flight. It is only two days before the highpoint of Eid el-Adha, the most important festival in the Muslim year, the ‘greater Eid’, coming some 40 days after the ‘lesser Eid’, known as Eid al-Fitr, which marks the end of the holy, fasting month of Ramadan. For a non-Muslim to be invited into a Moroccan home to share it, is a rare privilege. Abdel was going home to celebrate Eid el-Adha with his family for the first time in years, but unless I found an alternative flight I would not be with him. And that was an experience I was determined not to miss.

         

Nearly 14 hours later, I found myself touching down at Casablanca, nearly 300 kilometres south of where I wanted to be, delighted to find Abdelillah, who had borrowed a car and driven like a maniac (which he usually does in any case), waiting to greet me, along with his brother and niece, and all set to turn around and drive back again. As a result it was nearly 2 a.m. when we arrived in Larache – which is a lot easier to get to if you fly to Tangier – to find it unsurprisingly quiet and sleepy, though with still a few cafés open. I suppose if you drink as much tea and coffee as some Moroccans do, it never feels like time to close the shop.

His sister-in-law was not only waiting up for us, she was getting ready to cook. It’s not done, Abdel explained, not to feed a guest when he enters your home for the first time. Within minutes I have been given a bowl of water to wash my hands, a cloth to dry them and we are all sitting down ready to tuck into freshly fried fish. Meanwhile, his niece Marwa has nipped upstairs to change out of her street wear and in so doing she has been somewhat transformed: from fashionable but well covered up in quilted jacket, long skirt, headscarf and sunglasses – rather Jackie O, I thought at the time – into a lustrous, dark-haired vision in a diaphanous kaftan, rather more revealing than most European women in their twenties would wear if an unknown friend of their uncle popped in. The other side of the Islamic dress code is that, however much you cover up in the street, to avoid the attention of unfamiliar men, any man admitted into your father’s house is automatically part of the family.

Abdel’s father, Yusuf, the patriarch of the family and a senior figure in town, now in his late seventies, has wisely retired to bed. He has been out buying a goat and a sheep with Aziz, his other son, a beaming, bespectacled man with a short grey beard that makes him look every bit the university lecturer. Both animals are currently housed, I am somewhat surprised to find, on the roof. Yusuf’s house is built in the classic Moroccan tradition, one layer above another. The ground floor dates back some 50 years to when he was a young man; he acquired the land and built a simple home for himself and his wife, now long deceased. A black-and-white photograph of her hangs on the wall: a serious, dark-eyed woman in a headscarf, with that straightforward unsmiling pose adopted by people back in the days when it was vital not to move when being photographed.

         

The first floor was added on for Aziz and his wife and their two daughters, then another floor above that, and finally a terrace area rising to the rooftop where the two animals are now happily munching on straw. Across the city I can hear bleating. There is scarcely a rooftop that does not have a sheep or goat on it, and the remainder will be filled by the end of tomorrow as the frantic last-minute dash to the markets begins. ‘People are arriving from all over, there are special trains and buses running,’ Abdel tells me. ‘You will see.’
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I am staying in some comfort in a separate house owned by the family that is being done up for letting or sale, so it is mid-morning when I turn up at the family home. Today’s chore is that last-minute shopping for the festival itself, which is tomorrow – idiosyncratically, since it is celebrated today in every other Muslim country in the world. But because the King of Morocco, Commander of the Faithful, rather sensibly, it seems to me, decrees that the new lunar month is decided based on local (Rabat) phases of the moon, rather than those observed in Mecca more than a thousand miles to the East, here the festivals are celebrated one day later. Abdel’s sister-in-law is in the kitchen already making brouates, little pastry delicacies stuffed with cheese and coated in honey.

         

I nip up to the flat roof to see the two star participants of the coming festival: a woolly, plump sheep and a nervous, uncertain-looking brown goat. I have no anthropomorphic delusions about the thoughts or emotions of animals, but nor do I believe they are automatons, and if the sheep seems to have got used to the situation and is munching contentedly on the bag of feed laid out for him, the goat is definitely not as happy, possibly because he has never been on a rooftop before, though realistically I doubt either are still aware of that – maybe it’s because he just doesn’t get on with the sheep. At least I am fairly certain that it is only me who has noticed, and given much thought to the fact that the walls which surround the roof, the floor, and that of the terrace below, where the actual business is to take place, are painted in a waterproof red up to a height of several inches.

         

On the rooftops all around, the same height or lower, depending on the wealth of the families or the number of generations, sheep or goats wander within the limits of their tether seeking shade from the dry, baking heat, being petted, cuddled or stroked by small children whose fathers, within the next 24 hours, will publicly slit the animal’s throat. I can only wonder how much they know. Yet maybe this is the natural way. These animals are not family pets, after all, they have been bought and brought into the home for a purpose, religious and domestic: they are all going to be eaten in the end.

The family is gradually coming to life and I realise that in Larache, at least, the rhythm of the day is more Spanish in style. Breakfast is largely an individual matter for whoever has to be up and out, but there is a standard cold fruits or salad and cold cuts at around 10.30 to 11, while the main meal of the day is taken at around 3 p.m. The evening meal, often little more than a savoury snack, is eaten late, between 10 in the evening and midnight, the family having been sustained in between by a sort of ‘high tea’ – mint tea and biscuits or sweet pastries – at around 6.30 to 7.

Today is not as relaxed as it might be. Eid el-Adha is officially a four-day festival, but the highlight is tomorrow, when the ‘sacrifice’ is made. If you compare it, as Muslims do, to our ‘festive season’, then tomorrow is Christmas Day. All shops will be closed, everyone at home. So whatever we need, we must buy today.

         

Larache is a pleasant but unmistakably provincial town, radically different from Tangier just up the road. Some of this is due to its Spanish heritage: whereas the French usually absorbed, or partly blended in with their native fellow citizens in their colonies – many French men took local wives – the Spanish ruled as conquerors, seeing their colonial territories as ‘possessions’ (much as the British did in Africa). The second language here, half a century after the end of colonialism, is not French but Spanish, even though the latter has no official status. The main square is officially Place de la Libération, but the locals still call it Plaza de España. There is a relaxed, laid-back feel to the place, an everybody-knows-everybody feel, though in fact it is now a substantial town of some 110,000 people. The background colours are the same as those in every Moroccan seaside town, blue and white, though any pretence at picturesqueness is rather ruined by the amount of rubbish strewn on the streets. Abdel is embarrassed by it, but shrugs: ‘It’s the way people are – you have to educate them.’ It is easy to sneer, but I remember the days, 40 years or so ago, when British streets were almost as bad. It has taken a generation, and a policy of zero tolerance to achieve the litter-free city centres we have in most parts of Britain today.

Our shopping list is not as full as some, who have left it to the last minute to acquire their animal, and are now hastily – often in near panic – dashing to the impromptu livestock market set up on the outskirts of town, where farmers have brought in the last of their offerings. It is a bit like dashing out for a turkey on Christmas Eve, or it would be if you were looking only for live turkeys. First we pass by the fish market, an elegant colonnade of Arabesque arches where the produce, straight from the boats, is flapping on the marble surfaces. But the fishermen are not happy. ‘The Japanese take too much,’ Abdel tells me. ‘Nearly 90 per cent of the tuna is flash frozen and flown straight to Tokyo.’ We buy a few dozen fresh sardines for just a few dirhams, less than you would pay for a couple at a British fishmonger’s.

         

Abdel, the local boy made good in Europe, has palms to press and anecdotes to swap with old friends of his own and the family. Almost everyone we pass waves to him, and I get a few stories: ‘She was a prostitute,’ he tells me of one extremely well-to-do looking lady, ‘but her best customer was a Spaniard who owned a bar here and left it to her. Now she’s worth a fortune. Very nice lady.’

We stop for a coffee just across the road from the fish market and are soon accosted by a toothless, grinning elderly bloke, balding with a beard, who greets Abdel like a long-lost son, and when I am introduced starts talking to me rapidly and enthusiastically. I immediately want to apologise for my lack of Arabic, when it occurs to me that he might be speaking heavily accented Spanish and I pay a bit more attention, until suddenly, like a thunderbolt, I realise what language he is speaking: English. And not bad, Arabic-accented English either, but fluent, perfect English – although perhaps not the variety that would pass in the more traditional language school and certainly not in the boudoirs of Belgravia. He is speaking straight, slang-laden, East End English; what the rest of the world calls ‘cockney’. Believe me, when it comes to languages, context can be everything.

Now that the penny has dropped I realise that what he is telling me, one eye glinting conspiratorially, is: ‘See, like, I spent a lot o’ time in Tower ’Amlets, ’Ackney and down the Mile End Road, an’ all. Minicabs and wotnot. Was a grand ol’ time that was. Oh yeah, I could tell you some stories.’ But then he puts on a more serious face, self-deprecating, and adds, ‘Mind you, thing is, I was a bad boy, weren’t I, back in them days.’ He fingers his beard musingly as if regretting a misspent past. ‘Got myself deported in the end, di’n I? Can’t go back, never, can I? One butcher’s at me passport – if I still had one – and I’d be slung out on me ear. Still, grand old days, eh?’

         

I nod, for the sake of it, and because whatever he was – and I almost dread to think – he seems a harmless enough old boy now. Still, I make a mental note not to get on his wrong side.

We move on, this time to pay a visit to an old friend of Abdel’s, an artist who lives in a beautifully renovated old house in the centre of town. You can tell he is an artist because at nearly midday we get him out of bed. Art in an Islamic country is an interesting concept, not least because of the religious ban on depicting any living form, though in the modernist and post-modernist artistic culture, that is less of a problem. I have often wondered whether the imams would have objected to some of Picasso’s more abstract cubist portraits: how realistic does a depiction have to be before it breaks the prophets’ strictures? I can only imagine what they might think of Tracy Emin’s bed.

In any case, the issue has never directly troubled Hamid, whose chosen fields are hardly affected. His passion is miniature furniture, perfect tiny copies of chairs, couches and tables, all crafted as direct copies of the life-size originals, except reduced to Barbie dimensions. If there was a big market in Morocco for bespoke doll’s house accoutrements, he would need a factory. As it is, he sells them individually, as one-offs, to collectors, which is why, now retired from his job in the orange export industry, he needs to supplement his income by giving French lessons. Indeed, he is the one person I have come across in Larache whose second language is French, though even he confesses that there is not much local demand and his is getting rusty.

His other artistic delight is that more traditional one for Muslims: calligraphy. The swirling, flowing form of Arabic writing has always lent itself to elaborate weaving into patterns that look abstract to the uninitiated, but to the Arabist are the perfect merger of artistic licence and the word of God. Except that Hamid is an atheist. He has not the slightest qualms about depicting living beings, it is just that – possessing that more rare quality in an artist; he is also a realist – there is no market for it. But he manifests his beliefs – or lack of faith – in refusing to use excerpts from the Koran, preferring instead the verse of old Arabic poets.

         

He may well be the only person in Larache – ‘Not the only one,’ he intervenes, ‘but certainly one of very few’ – who is completely ignoring Eid el-Adha tomorrow. Nonetheless, we have brought him a present, duty-free from England: a bottle of cask-strength whisky. He licks his lips appreciatively and asks his wife, an elegant woman in her forties who tuts slightly at the demand, primarily because her husband has only just got out of bed, to bring us some whisky tumblers. Abdel does not drink and it is a little early for me, but I hate to see a man drink alone so I join him in a finger’s tot. He has two fingers.

The drink turns his attention to the ‘Arab Spring’ towards which he has an absolute, ‘I told you so’ attitude. ‘Nobody believes in it, at least nobody with any sense. As for this country, we have corruption – look at the mess this city is in, the mayor has let the place go to the dogs – but sometimes you have to tolerate what you have, in case what replaces it is worse.’ He shrugs, resignedly, but adds, ‘Life in Morocco is okay.’ He quietly approves of the regime’s tolerant attitude to kif: ‘There is no money being made in it. It is just something we have always had. It is only when it gets beyond the borders that people make money. Here, at home, everybody turns a blind eye. Sometimes that is for the best.’ I ask him what he will do tomorrow when everyone else is rushing to the mosque and then home to perform the sacrifice. ‘Stay in,’ he says and pats the bottle of whisky.

         

As we leave, we pass through a square that has, for the run-up to Eid, become an extension of the town’s small souk. Like a market-town square in Europe being filled on Christmas Eve with people looking for replacements for the broken Christmas tree lights, buying last-minute presents or looking for turkey-sized oven dishes and silver foil, here are countless knives and hacksaws. There are even refrigerators and freezers being unloaded from a lorry. ‘From tomorrow night,’ Abdel explains, ‘Everyone will have so much meat!’

Down at the impromptu livestock market just north of town by the River Loukos, which meanders into the port, the scene is hectic. Everywhere there are vans, cars with trailers, sheep in woolly clumps almost indistinguishable as separate animals and all over people haggling, bargaining and arguing over prices. ‘It is a good day to buy and sell, if you are tough enough,’ Abdel laughs. Aziz explains, ‘Those who do not already have an animal to slaughter are desperate, afraid that they will not get one and it will bring bad luck on their children, so maybe they will pay more than they would normally, but on the other hand, after tomorrow the price of sheep will slump, because everyone has an entire carcass in the freezer, enough to last them weeks, and the farmers will have nobody to sell to. It is a good day, if you know how to strike a good bargain.’

I can see the challenge, but I can also see how much less stressful it would be to buy a few days ahead. There is also obviously some risk involved, other than financial, in waiting to the last minute. ‘This is a scrawny sheep,’ Aziz says, ‘not good, not much meat,’ feeling through the wool of what on first glance had looked to me to be a perfectly acceptable animal. Its owner gestures with a stick for him to go away and leave him alone. It would appear to be the case that today is the best day to sell a substandard animal that would not go down well with a butcher, to someone who is more concerned with fulfilling his religious duties than filling his freezer.

         

A sudden question occurs to me. ‘What do they do in the big cities, in places like Casablanca, where many people live in apartments?’ ‘Some do not do the sacrifice,’ Aziz says. ‘Some go home to their families, in small towns or in the country. Some take the sheep up in the lift and kill it in the bath.’ Option number three is one I can only boggle at. ‘Seriously?’ I ask. He shrugs. But of course. What else?

Most of the animals have been brought in on lorries and are displayed in pens. A few of the poorer farmers have only a couple of sheep to sell. The buyers go round them avidly, checking ears and teeth. Two lads in their late teens approach us thinking we are buying, and tell us that theirs are, ‘the best, the very best, from our farm on the slopes of Jebel Musa’, the great mountain north of here, believed to be, with Gibraltar, one of the Pillars of Hercules.

There is a lot in common with the sort of livestock markets that used to flourish on the outskirts of every English market town, but which, with the ravages of foot and mouth disease and ‘economies of scale’, have now become a rarity. The main difference here is that the customers are generally looking for a single or at most two animals. There are lots of bright sparks doing the delivery trade too: young men, barely out of their teens, if that, with motorcycle-trucks, a bike with a trailer attached, a makeshift form of transport that these street-wise young Moroccans see the irony in. ‘Jaguar’, proclaims the logo stencilled, in perfect imitation of the luxury car brand, on the side of one; another says ‘Ferrari’; variations include the relatively mundane ‘SKYGO’, ‘Top Magic’, or, in an attempt to blend two obsessions, ‘Ronaldo Motorcycle’. Into these trailers, bleating sheep are herded – none of them can take more than two at most – while the driver revs up, and prepares to deliver them to the purchaser, a bizarre Wallace and Gromit cavalcade of motorcycle and worried woolly sidecar passengers roaring back and forth to the town.

         

Driving back, Abdel points out the local pub, unadvertised behind a wooden fence. It occurs to me that with all this bloodshed I am about to witness tomorrow, I might need a drink or two. ‘Oh,’ he suddenly says, ‘that could be a problem.’

‘It could?’ I query. Surely just a question of nipping in and buying a bottle of something to have on hand?

‘Er, the thing is, Eid has officially already started and that means all bars and shops selling alcohol are now closed for four days.’

This is the nearest you can come to giving an Irishman a heart attack: a day of ritual slaughter, and abstemiousness for the next two!

‘Wait a minute, I have maybe an idea,’ he says.

Ten minutes later we are heading up a track on the outskirts of town that suddenly, unexpectedly, turns into a metalled road, with, at the end of it, what looks like a sentry box and a barrier. It strikes me that a Moroccan army base on the eve of Eid is not going to be the best place to buy a beer or two, but Adel is grinning.

‘Give me your press card,’ he says.

I hand it over; he summons the guard and gives him a lengthy spiel in Arabic. The guard looks at me, smiles, touches his cap and raises the barrier.

‘What was that all about?’ I can only ask in puzzlement.

‘You’ll see,’ he replies, accelerating up a gently winding tarmacked road between manicured lawns towards a slick, modern building, which, it finally dawns on me when I notice that the beautifully kept grass has little flags scattered here and there, is a golf course clubhouse.

‘This place is brand new, not really opened yet, except for residents.’

‘Residents? On a golf course?’

‘Sure.’ He points to several gleaming white one- and two-storey buildings dotted on the edges of what I now realise is the course.

         

‘They build villas for rich people, from Casa or Rabat. And foreigners. Frenchmen. I told him you were a property journalist and wanted a tour and an interview with the manager.’

‘You what?’

‘Hey, never mind, it will be nice. I always wanted to see inside one of these things. And maybe the manager, he will get you something to drink for tomorrow!’

There is in the world of foreign correspondents a generic character known as the ‘fixer’, a local who knows how things work and can cut corners. If the chef lark ever goes belly-up, Abdel has a ready-made profession waiting for him.

By the time we reach the clubhouse, the duty manager is waiting for us, the big boss not being on site today, brushing his hair and adjusting his tie; he greets us in the immaculate, unaccented French that is the language of Morocco’s business class.

‘It would have been so much better if you had made an appointment,’ he gushes. ‘We could have given you the grand tour.’ Well, yes, but then half an hour ago I had no idea any of this existed, and there is the minor fact that I am not a property journalist. I decide it might be better not to mention any of that, though.

The whole development is much more than just the golf course, he explains. They have taken a whole chunk of coastline with a secluded beach, reached by a private path; we traipse across the greens to a cliff edge to take a look down. A Hyatt Regency hotel is under construction, a Hilton and up to five others are planned and the whole thing is labelled Port Lixus, after an ancient city on the site. He proudly shows us around one of the villas, which is luxuriously appointed indeed, complete with upstairs terrace with stupendous view over the Atlantic and a pool for those too grand to walk down the steps to the private beach.

‘Several are already privately owned,’ the duty manager tells us. ‘And several are available for short rental.’

         

We return to the clubhouse, where, I am disappointed to note, the bar is closed. ‘It is Eid,’ the duty manager explains apologetically as if he is not responsible for the customs of the locals.

‘Will it be the same when it is all fully opened?’ I ask with the sceptical look of an alcoholic atheist on my face.

He does that wonderful ‘pouf!’ thing that, contrary to what most foreigners think, is not something to do with actually being French, but like the right hand waved limply to indicate a hopeless case, an essential part of the language.

Deciding that there is no point in leaving without at least making an attempt to get what we really came for, I take him to one side, and say, I would really, really like to at least get an idea of what their wine list would be like. He tuts for a moment, then gives me a ‘man-of-the-world’ nod and opens a drawer and hands me two bottles of Morocco’s top Côteaux de l’Atlas, a classic Bordeaux-style red. At least he allows me to pay him for it.

But then it has been a fair transaction all round. Sort of, I think. In the meantime, Abdel, never one to miss a trick, has negotiated a nice price for a rental the following summer to bring his wife and son from England, and invite the family from Larache to experience a bit of European luxury. Job done.

As we drive down the hill I notice a load of old stones and what look like remnants of a couple of ancient columns on the facing slope.

‘Oh, that’s Lixus,’ Abdel enlightens me. ‘Never been there.’

‘Maybe you should.’

We stop the car and spend the next half hour with a local guide who literally materialised out of nowhere, but for twenty dirhams was good value: we learned that this barely excavated pile of ruins was one of the oldest cities in North Africa, founded around 1200 BC by Phoenician traders from what is now the Lebanon, then conquered by their rivals, the Carthaginians, before becoming part of the Roman Empire after the defeat of Hannibal.

         

The guide is at pains to point out what are believed to have been fish storage pens, and stone beds where sea salt was dried, just as it is today. He points out that although the site today sits a couple of kilometres inland, the marshes and swamps below (many of which are being drained by the Port Lixus project) are where once the sea came in, making Lixus a major fishing port in antiquity. Barely 20 per cent of the site has been excavated. Our local lad tells us the ancient Greeks believed Lixus to be the site of the Garden of the Hesperides where Hercules collected the famed ‘golden apples’. Abdel laughs and says, ‘Maybe they were just tangerines?’

He’s joking, of course, but it makes me wonder: we think today that all fruits are global, yet we know it’s a recent phenomenon. What if indeed some 3,000 years ago some traveller from ‘the ends of the earth’ brought to Athens or Sparta the small sweet round fruits that grow prolifically in the dark earth around Tangiers?
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The morning of Eid itself I have set the alarm on my iPhone for 7.30 a.m. And this time I haven’t made the mistake of setting it on ‘silent’. I dress quickly, like almost every other adult male in Larache this morning, and head for the mosque. It is a short, brisk walk along the seafront to a charming little mosque at the southern end of town. Already the muezzin’s call to prayer is resounding from the loudspeaker at the top of the minaret: Allahu Akbar, God is great. In front of me, men in long white kaftans put a spring in their step as he follows up with ‘hasten to prayer, hasten to success’. Disconcertingly he is echoed by the bleating of the sheep on a thousand rooftops, and the occasional morning cry of a rooster.

         

Pale yellow sunlight bounces off the dusty streets as the amplified call comes to a sudden halt and the last few white-clad stragglers shrug off their sandals on the steps of the mosque and dash inside. More are still arriving though and as the communal cry of Allahu Akbar goes up inside the mosque there are now believers queuing at the door or simply kneeling on the steps outside. There is another entrance to a separate area for women, and I notice the woman Abdel had pointed out, the former prostitute who now owns half the high street, nip in. Clearly Allah’s mercy and goodness know no bounds. And she, indeed, has hastened to success. I hear little of the imam intoning prayers within. It is a short ceremony, Abdel has told me in advance; no sermon, just a few ritual prayers. Everybody wants to get home to get on with the ‘business’ of the day.

         

As Hamid had predicted, not everyone in Larache is devout. A lad in his twenties wearing a Nike Dutch football kit, but nonetheless clearly local, strolls past nonchalantly, paying little attention. But already, within five minutes of the first prayer beginning, there is something of an exodus taking place, as the first worshippers begin to stream out, making space for latecomers. There is also, to my surprise, something of a demonstration kicking off on the pavement outside. Not religious or political as such, however, but some dozen or so disabled people, in wheelchairs or on crutches, shouting what one of them translates from Arabic into Spanish for me, ‘Step-free access for all’. The rights of the disabled have a long way to go in Morocco, even at the mosque. Firmly a couple of policemen begin to move them along. I step forward to take a photo, but someone in the mainstream crowd shouts at me. It is not good to give an impression of anything but harmony on Eid.

By now, however, a smiling Abdel and his brother and father have come out and grabbed me by the arm to take me back to the house. He is wearing the yellow-trimmed kaftan his father bought in Mecca, a symbol of having performed the haj, the pilgrimage to Mecca that every Muslim is required to make if they can afford it.

         

‘One of these days,’ says Abdel, who is something of a ‘born-again’ Muslim, having been a ‘bit of a lad’ and a heavy boozer in his youth, ‘I got to do it, but nowadays there are so many Muslims in the world, there’s a lottery, you have to apply. Not everyone can go. And then it’s so expensive. Costs something like £5,000 and that’s if you sleep in a tent.’ He’s not exactly a fan of the super-rich Saudis who control what has become in his eyes a haj industry.

All the way back to the house, we are nodded at and greeted with the words, ‘Salaam, eid-mubarak,’ which comes as a surprise to me, the last word being familiar only as the name of the deposed Egyptian dictator. ‘It’s like in England on Christmas Day,’ Abdel says, ‘everybody going to church wishing each other “happy Christmas”.’

         

‘Er, but what about the “Mubarak” bit?’

He doesn’t seem to get it at first, and then laughs, and says, ‘Oh, it means “holy”, “blessed”, something like that, nothing to do with that guy; it’s just what people say to one another at Eid.’ I later do some research and discover that it is a relatively common name too, though particularly a first name, when is often shortened to just ‘Barack’. Now there’s something I didn’t know.

Back at the house we settle round a traditional breakfast of mint tea, homemade flatbread (rhgif) and pancakes called msemmen with fig jam and honey, all of us clustered around the television. I am only mildly surprised to find that Moroccan television on the morning of Eid is indeed rather similar to British television on Christmas morning: rubbish.

         

It is a sofa-based chat-cum-breakfast show from Casablanca, hosted by a group of women festively dressed in spectacular silk and satin kaftans, verdant green, sky blue, sunburst gold. I am making up the epithets; I am sure the designers were more original, but the main thing about them is that they are very, very, very shiny and bright, fairly figure-hugging and while only one of the three is sporting a headscarf, all three are absolutely dripping in bling: necklaces, bangles, bracelets, belts of gold coins, the kaftans themselves embroidered with sequins and glittering multicoloured jewels. Most of the discussion is about fashion: eyelash extension tips, make-up advice, but there is also a short cookery section about making lamb confit (likely to be much imitated over the next few days), a few pop video clips and a long sequence in which our glitzy sofa queens watch and comment on handsome young men in Lycra doing push-ups in the studio. Abdel’s sister-in-law tuts and mutes ‘Casablanca!’

         

Meanwhile, the men are already setting to. Abdel and Aziz have pulled their kaftans over their heads to reveal – including what a nifty piece of kit a kaftan can be – that underneath they are wearing shorts and T-shirts. The leather sandals are exchanged for rubber Crocs – Abdel hands me a pair of white ones – and we climb to the roof where the stars of the show are waiting for us. I search their eyes, their body language, to see if there are any signs of apprehension. But they just look like a sheep and a goat. The apprehension is all mine. But then that is because I can see over the wall of the rooftop to those around us, and across the road, one carcass is being skinned.

Old Yusuf has climbed up to the roof now, wearing flip-flops with his trousers only slightly rolled up, still with his woolly hat on, though it must be 28C at least. The goat is led down first, from the upper roof to the terrace below. It struggles a bit initially, not, of course, because it has any idea what is going on, but because it is a goat, and goats don’t like going anywhere, least of all down stairs, even though they might be relatively good at them. Eventually it is bundled down and led into the shady corner, where, while it is just getting used to this new, pleasantly cooler place to stand, blissfully unaware that it is facing Mecca, old Yusuf comes over, sits down beside it for a moment and strokes it. Abdel comes over to stand beside him, then abruptly turns the goat upside down, puts one foot on its head to steady it, as his father draws an almost impossibly sharp knife across its throat in the space of a second. There is not a sound from the goat (those who oppose halal practice will tell you this is because its windpipe has been cut), just a mildly startled look on its face, which, to be fair, appeared the moment it was turned upside down, and a strong, fast spurt of blood.

         

I do not know how long it took. But I am sure – well, almost sure – that it felt longer to me than it did to the goat. Philosophers have long speculated about whether or not all moments last the same length of time to those who experience time, and whether anyone can possible estimate the length of a moment that ends in extinction. But it did not seem like a long time to me. In hindsight, which begins immediately afterwards, it seemed … I struggle for a word … momentary. I doubt if 10 seconds expired before the animal was dead, and maybe not even that. But it did not strike me as cruel in any way. Possibly – and I know this is a minefield I am attempting to tiptoe across – even kind. I have never been inside a modern non-halal abattoir, but I am not sure that the process of hanging an animal upside down and stunning it would strike me as any better. There is a moral cost in eating meat, and if you don’t want to pay it, you shouldn’t take the benefit.

I know one thing for sure, however; there are few adults or children in Morocco who would echo the naivety played up in a British television advert some years ago where a little girl at breakfast says, ‘Mummy, where does bacon come from?’ and quick as a flash her brother replies, ‘It’s dead pigs’ bottoms. I’ll have yours.’

There may be no pigs in Morocco, but as I look over the wall to the roof of the house next door, I see a little girl in a purple kaftan, not much older than the one in that advert, maybe eight or nine, sitting on the wall watching her father skin the sheep that only yesterday she was petting. She knows where her lamb chops come from.

         

Aziz has now finished the process of severing the head and hanging the carcass upside down from a clothesline, and is using a fine, sharp blade to pierce the skin and begin the process of removing the fleece. Abdel appears at my side with a spotted mug and hands it to me. ‘You might need this,’ he says.

I glance down questioningly.

‘Coke,’ he says, with a knowing nod.

‘I get the general drift and take a sip, which soon turns into a gulp of half a pint of Coca-Cola, liberally laced with vodka. For the first time, I realise I have been trembling. Not with horror, not with terror, not with disgust, but with pure adrenalin. I have been a foreign correspondent for a quarter of a century, lived through revolutions and counter-revolutions, small wars (at a safe distance), but I have never seen close-up the carnage humans wreak on one another, I am relieved to say. In fact, I am only just realising that I have never seen death so close up that the blood spurted on my feet. And I didn’t notice. I look down at the red liquid splashed on my white Crocs and oozing between my toes. Marwa appears, dressed in long tartan shorts and a pink jumper, gives me a curious smile and uses a hose to wash my feet. It is the women’s job to ‘scrub the decks’ as it were, washing the blood down the drains. On the rooftop next door the little nine-year-old is happily doing the same thing.

I take another swig of the ‘Coke’ to give me Dutch courage and bend down to lift the severed head and ‘pose’ for a photograph. Mick Jagger would have done the same (wouldn’t he?) – on Goats Head Soup.

         

By now, with the speed and efficiency of a professional butcher, Aziz has removed almost the entire fleece, with a little help from the less practised Abdel who gets a word of reproof from his father for leaving a tiny piece of meat attached. Already the animal, that less than half an hour ago was standing on the roof, looks like something you would pay no attention to in an English butcher’s shop, unless, of course, you looked hard enough to notice the pendulous oblongs of the testicles. Aziz is about to remove these but only after he has first cut out the offal, the liver, heart and kidneys, which will provide today’s meal. Aya is pulling out the tripe, white and glistening in the sun, while removing the colon with its obvious contents (though the fact that there are any contents is an indicator of how little the goat was aware of its fate) into a plastic bag, quickly sealed up for disposal. The rest of the animal must be hung until the muscle texture has relaxed to make it tender enough to eat. They wrap it tightly in cloth, before bringing it into the relative cool of the house.

         

Then it is the turn of the second animal: one for each father. Abdel is granted exemption because his wife is English and his child is in England (and may or may not be a Muslim, I have no idea and care little), and in any case he has taken part, done his bit in the family’s duty. I go up to the roof and see the sheep, backed defensively against the far wall. Islam insists that one animal should never see another animal being killed. Contrary to what many opponents of halal (and kosher) slaughter might say, there is no cruelty intended, quite the contrary. But that said, this sheep definitely knows by now that this is not going to be a good day. It is struggling, trying to break free of its tether. No matter what the awareness of animal species, it is impossible not to notice that the air over Larache reeks of blood and the smoke from barbecues already being erected on the streets.

For a split second – and no more – the ghost of an animal rights activist infests me, and I feel an urge to seize the slaughterer’s knife, dash over to the sheep and cut his leash, and send him gambling away, leaping across the rooftops to some grassy meadow in the sky, just as it would happen in a Disney movie (one I fervently hope they never make). But even the realist action movie, where he and I charge downstairs, slashing and butting our way out on to the streets, would actually be a grotesquerie from a black comedy. And in any case, I would happily eat him later. Apprehensive for sure, the sheep is led down to the terrace below, thanks to Marwa, devoid of blood or any visible sign that his erstwhile lodging companion met his end here. A few minutes later and the sheep too is little more than lifeless eyes on a skull on the red floor, a carcass in a butcher’s shop and a fleece that would make a nice rug.

         

Not yet though. The girls, Marwa and Aya, are still taking photographs with their smartphones to post on Facebook. Then Abdel and I take the fleeces upstairs to the rooftop overlooking the street and hurl them over the edge. It is another tradition of Eid, one that includes charity. Down below two young lads in their teens are guiding a donkey cart through the streets, gathering and collecting fleeces in their hundreds. Later they will take them down to the sea and the lads will cast them into the salt water to cure, after which they will be taken home, washed and sold on to the tourist shops in Tangier, or to the export trade. You may own one.

Abdel and I are now down on the street where the teenagers have boiled up water in huge pots and are boiling the sheep’s heads to remove the flesh for stewing meat, and lighting barbecues to cook offal. A cheery lad in an Arsenal shirt with a machete and an axe asks me which English football team I support. It’s not something I am usually willing to admit to the supporter of another team who happens to have an axe and a machete in his hand, but when I tell him Charlton Athletic, he is not so much relieved as dismissive. He has never heard of them. His younger mate comes up and Abdel sees a photo opportunity, taking the mug of ‘Coke’ from my hands, which have been clutching it now for nearly half an hour, and replacing it with one of the lads’ flesh-stripped skulls. The smoke billows up around us (this is where you came in), and I find myself with an odd grin on my face. That the camera never lies is a long-discredited maxim, but out of context this would be so easy to misconstrue.

         

Nor would it be helped by the lad from a rival group of head boilers on the other side of the street who is keen that I should take his photograph too: in a Real Madrid Ronaldo shirt, but with a Palestinian-style keffiyeh wrapped over his head and a pair of fake black Ray-Ban sunglasses covering his eyes, also wielding a machete, though all he has been using it for is to chop wood for the barbecue fire. All of a sudden a competition begins between the two sets of lads as they wave their knives, hacking at the wood and severed skulls and chanting Allahu Akbar, almost as if it were rival sets of fans at a football match striving to see who could make the most noise. It is all in good spirit, without the slightest trace of animosity, but for a Western European wimp, all this familiarity with sharp-bladed weapons, skulls, blood and entrails, be they only animal, is a bit much. And it does make me wonder for more than a second whether if a whole society is exposed to this, it makes it easier when the blood is not just animal? How far from this to what we have seen in Syria and Libya? The answer, I know, is a million miles; everything Morocco stands for is opposed to what has happened there. But it has made me think, nonetheless.

         

Happily Abdel is on hand with a ready remedy for too much thinking. He leads me round the corner to where an ‘old school friend’ of his is leaning in an alleyway with a traditional long straight wooden two-part pipe in his hand with the equally traditional tiny clay bowl attached to one end. Kif, the Moroccan word, so traditional it has become a euphemism for hash, cannabis, the stuff that Moroccans – especially those who took seriously the Koran’s strictures against alcohol – have been smoking for centuries. Once it grew wild in the foothills of the Rif Mountains, and still does, though now it is also cultivated. Officially it is probably illegal, though I doubt there is an official regulation, unless you try to sell it in quantity or export it. For most Moroccans it is part of a way of life, slightly naughty, but no more so than – and depending on your point of view possibly less than – the occasional beer or two.

         

I have, of course, indulged in my student days, and I have been familiar with it for many years, having an ageing, hippie, American cousin whose life eased so much when he reached retirement age and he got a ‘medicinal’ prescription for cannabis; he was in seventh heaven when his home state legalised it. However, I have never really been a user, being of the breed that, even in Morocco, would prefer a beer. But then beer is not on offer today. I breathe in, take a long drag – even Bill Clinton would inhale if he had been through the day I just have – and let the mild effects mingle with those of the vodka.

Abdel, who does not indulge in alcohol, takes a deeper drag and stays for longer. He has good reason, he tells me. He went home to drop off my still unfinished mug of ‘Coke’ only to have his sister-in-law take a sip of it and react in horror. ‘I got what for,’ he says sheepishly.

‘Blame it on me,’ I tell him. ‘Most people do.’

He smiles reassuringly and says, ‘I did.’
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In the evening, there was a communal supper of grilled kidneys and liver, none the less tasty for having been living organs just a few hours earlier. There is a paradox in being squeamish about such things when we check in supermarkets that our meat is fresh. I ask Aziz and Abdel to speculate how many animals were slaughtered on the rooftops of Larache today. Abdel has to think for a moment, but Aziz is fairly confident: ‘At least 30,000,’ he says, ‘at least one for each household.’ No one has any sense of shock about this (apart from me); it is, after all, a sign of piety, an indication of fathers giving thanks for the blessing of their children, a good bit of business for the local livestock farmers, and an assurance that everybody has meat in plenty over the coming weeks. It is hard to argue.

         

I feel just a little intrusive as the family prepare for the Eid evening, which involves everyone getting dressed in their finest to go out and promenade the town streets. The men take the women by the arm and greet neighbours, exchanging compliments, remarking on one another’s dress, and wishing each other Allah’s best blessings; a bit like the population of a small town going to church on Christmas morning, wishing one another ‘Compliments of the season, and God Bless’. It will be an opportunity for Abdel to re-establish his local roots, and tell people how well he is doing in England.

I decide that out of basic politeness, and not to get in the way, it is better for me to go out separately and see how Larache celebrates. It is, in its way, a heart-warming but strangely alien and decidedly sobering experience. The Plaza de España (no point in me calling it anything but what the locals do) is packed, with a small funfair of sorts for the children in the middle: there are men selling brightly coloured helium ballons, bags of sweets or popcorn, fizzy drinks; five-to six-year-olds are driving around in little electric cars, both girls and boys, their young siblings being pushed by parents. The adults are dressed in their best, the men in long white or yellow kaftans of cotton or silk, the yellow-striped one indicating the wearer has been on the haj, the women made up to the eyes, literally, with mascara and lipstick and the occasional henna tattoo on their hands. They wear long skirts, to the ankle, and long-sleeved blouses with jackets, but only around half cover their hair with a gaudy silk headscarf that is more a celebration of fashion, and no more a token of modesty that a fascinator at an English society wedding. There is no black on display, no chadors or burkas; this is a celebration of light and colour.

I take one of the few free seats at the terrace of the Hotel Cervantes on the square and watch the world walk by. It is all rather charming, yet at the same time, for me, disconcerting. There is a certain innocence about it, fuelled from a Western point of view by the total absence of alcohol. Abdel comes by with his two nieces, beautifully turned out, one on either arm, he himself in his father’s haji kaftan. He is taking them for ice cream. All around me at the Cervantes are seated men, and only men, alone and in groups, drinking lemonade, Coke or tea, playing with their smartphones. Oddly enough, apart from the men-only atmosphere at the cafés, it feels vaguely Midwest American, all the dressing up, gizmos, the exchanged ‘praise the Lord’ blessings and no booze; a ritual homage to the sanctity of the Coca-Cola company. I feel about as at home as an imam at a beer festival.

         

Time for an early night and a last glass from that bottle of golf course-supplied Moroccan claret.

Two days later, Abdel and I are on our way home, via Tangier where his cousin Anas works as night porter at the city’s smartest hotel. We spend a few hours at the Petit Socco, the elegant little square at the heart of the old city’s relatively small medina. From its roué days as a haven for the libertines, poets and those considered sexual deviants in Europe, when it was a so-called ‘international city’, Tangier has retained just a whiff of worldliness. Its once shady nightlife has been progressively cleaned up since it became part of the Kingdom of Morocco in 1956. Today it is primarily a port city, with the great expanse of Tanger-Med a few miles east one of the largest ports in the Mediterranean, while the old port in the city centre serves as a landing point for ferries to and from Spain, and makes the city an attraction for Costa del Sol tourists being sold an only slightly fraudulent ‘taste of Africa’.

We spend the night at his cousin’s house in the old town, then at noon on the following day we catch the catamaran to cross the Straits of Gibraltar, from where to catch a cheap flight back to London. As we cross the great rock, subject of so much contention over the years, the other, undisputed Pillar of Hercules, looms before us.

         

‘We could solve the problem,’ he says. ‘Gibraltar. Its real name is Jebel al-Tariq. You could just give it back. To us.’

He is joking. I think.
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