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This book is dedicated to my constant and true companions Brahim Ahalfi and Addi Bin Youssef.

And with grateful thanks to Jean-Pierre Datcharry, our expedition organiser.






Quran, Chapter 88, Surat of the Overwhelming,

الغاشية

بِسۡمِ اللّٰہِ الرَّحۡمٰنِ الرَّحِیۡمِِ

اَفَلَ يَنۡظُرُوۡنَ اِلَى الِۡ بِلِ كَيۡفَ خُلِقَتۡ

وَاِلَى السَّمَآءِ كَيۡفَ رُفِعَتۡ

وَاِلَى الۡجِبَالِ كَيۡفَ نُصِبَتۡ

وَاِلَى الَۡرۡضِ كَيۡفَ سُطِحَتۡ

In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful

Haven’t they looked at the camel – how she is created?

And at the sky – how it is raised?

And at the mountains – how they are formed?

And at the earth – how it is spread out?
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INTRODUCTION


‘Adventurers have got to adventure,’ says my mum, and she is right. If you sign your emails ‘Alice Morrison, Adventurer’, then you’ve really got to live up to that. It was with this thought ringing in my brain that I had started looking around for my next big challenge.

I’d been sedentary for too long. I wanted to get out there and explore. I was longing for the wild places and for a journey with purpose and meaning. Every day in Morocco is a mini adventure but I needed more than that. I feel most at peace and most truly myself when I am out there questing, moving over the earth’s surface. Then, all the noise and distraction of the world fades and you can become truly human again. We are designed to walk. From our earliest times we hunted and gathered and migrated, and it is hard-wired into me – into all of us, I believe.

I’m also driven by a desire to explore and to see things for myself. I want to learn as much as I can about the world I live in and the people I live in it with. I want to understand what is happening far away from the headlines and far beneath the surface of the media, and the way I learn best is by seeing, listening, touching and feeling things.

By this time, I’d been living in Morocco for about four years and so decided to search for something that would build on that experience but still allow me to discover new things. I got out the map and started scoping.

The Draa River leapt out as an obvious possibility. It was a distinct geographic route which made sense. Following a river from source to sea is something we all understand. It was about the right length for walking, too, about 1,500km which would take around three months, and it passed through different types of terrain, from the mountains of Saghro, through the green of the oases, to the vast plains on the outskirts of the Sahara.

I had been to very few places along the route so it would all be fresh to me. I also thought it would give me an opportunity to investigate how the damming of the river in the north impacted the southern regions and to look at the wider issue of climate change.

When I started the journey, I didn’t know that it would end up being a full crossing of Morocco (including the disputed region of the Western Sahara). Nor did I realise that I would be witnessing and documenting the changing lives of the nomadic peoples of the regions I walked through. And none of us could have foreseen that the last part of it would be undertaken during a worldwide pandemic. However, the most unexpected thing – barring Covid-19 – was the sheer amount of stuff there was to discover. History was waiting for us.

You need three things to be an adventurer: an optimistic nature, a short memory and a big dollop of good luck. Optimism may sometimes lead you into foolhardy exploits but it saves you from too much worry and allows you to believe that things will get better. A short memory means you forget how much this stuff hurts, which is a massive advantage, as if I remembered I would be tempted not to do it. And luck? Well, that is in the hands of the gods, but I do side with Napoleon when he (allegedly) said, ‘Give me lucky generals,’ although, in fairness, that didn’t work out entirely well for him.

Having decided on the Draa, I needed to sort out the logistics, and this is where luck intervened. I was talking it all through with my friend Charlie from Epic Travel when he suggested I talk to Jean-Pierre (JP) Datcharry of Désert et Montagne Maroc. JP is originally French but is now a Moroccan citizen and has been guiding in Morocco for over forty years. He is the foremost expert on desert trekking in the country. Good idea! I thought and hopped into my trusty ancient Toyota Yaris for the eight-hour drive across the Atlas and the desert to Ouarzazate to meet him. JP has the face of a medieval saint: large, brilliant eyes, prominent cheekbones and an immaculate white beard. When I explained to him that I was hoping to trot across the Draa in April with one camel and a guide, those eyes widened, he staggered slightly and spluttered, ‘C’est impossible!’, which wasn’t quite the reaction I had hoped for. Tempests, heat, scorpion season, government permission, water transport… JP quickly opened my eyes to the reality. We sat down, got the maps out, opened a spreadsheet and a great partnership and friendship began.

It was nearly a year later when, with total confidence in JP’s organisational skills and months of planning, I got to six weeks before the start with little to worry me. We had agreed the route and that I would be travelling with five camels and three guides and I had found excellent sponsors to support the expedition: Craghoppers, who also supplied all my clothes, NTT DATA UK Diversity and Inclusion Team, and Epic Travel.

Then, on 17 December 2018, the bodies of Louisa Vesterager Jespersen, a 24-year-old Danish woman, and Maren Ueland, a 28-year-old Norwegian woman, were found decapitated about 5km from my house in Imlil in the Atlas Mountains. They had been killed by terrorists from the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant who had come into the mountains looking for innocent victims and had found the two girls camping alone. It was a dreadful crime and sent shockwaves through my home village but also the whole of Morocco.

There were knock-on consequences for the expedition. Security was stepped up right across the country and the authorities hesitated on their approval of our trip, taking a lot of persuasion to let us go.

The murders and subsequent security tightening had shaken me up. I feel very safe in Morocco and have lived alone very happily here and travelled all over the country on my own. However, the fact that this murder took place in a tiny village like Imlil, a place where I would have sworn to you that it could never happen, did make me pause. I was about to set off for three months into the wilderness and, what is more, I was going to be talking about it widely in the press and on social media. I was definitely putting my head above the parapet.

I had one long night of the soul, but then I decided to go with my years of experience in the country rather than the disruptive act of a group of extremists bent on destruction and terror. The only precautions I took were to remove the map of the prospective route from my website and social media and give up my plans to broadcast a live tracker so people could follow me in real time. I also reminded my parents where a copy of my will was.

So, here we are together now, on the eve of this expedition, full of hope and excitement (and a little trepidation), with no idea of what the future is going to bring. Join me on the journey. Walk with me, my companions and the camels. Walk with us through this book and explore the hidden world of the desert sands and the lives and lore of the nomads who live there. There are tremendously exciting days of discovery. There are days of trudging drudgery too. We will face unforeseen dangers and difficulties and as our caravan rolls slowly forward we will grow closer and closer together in the face of them. Escape with me and come and see a different place, a different world.

PS: Be warned – you will also learn an enormous amount about the sex lives of camels.
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1 FEET ON THE ROAD


Mansour Eddahbi Dam – Agdz

‘It’s too hot for the camels.’ Brahim turns to me, his brown eyes full of concern above the bright blue of the scarf wrapped around his head and over his mouth against the broiling sun. ‘The weak one can’t go any further.’ I look round and sure enough, there is Struan in the process of couching on the dirt track, kneeling down with his front legs and then tucking his long back legs neatly under him. His caramel-coloured neck and back are darkened with sweat and his face clearly says, ‘Enough is enough.’ I totally empathise but also feel vaguely outraged at this failure in what I understand to be the fundamental operating system of the camel. ‘Too hot for the camels? These are Saharan animals,’ I say to Brahim, panting a bit as the heated air hits my throat, ‘What about me? I am from Scotland. I’m built for rain; camels are actually designed for the desert.’ Brahim gives me a long, measured look and his eyes crinkle at the sides, ‘Zahra, your face is red just like a tomato. We’ll unload Struan and leave him here till it cools, then I’ll come back for him. Anfitou, let’s go, we still have a way to walk till it’s time to set up camp.’

But this is further down the road. Let’s reel back to the beginning and the start of the expedition.



It’s 9 January 2019 and, at last, we are off in a maelstrom of activity. The crew and the camels have gone on ahead to our official start point, a half day’s walk from the banks of the Mansour Eddahbi dam. The rest of us pile into the pickup to take us and our supplies from Dar Daif in Ouarzazate to the rendezvous point. We are led by Jean-Pierre Datcharry (JP) of Désert et Montagne Maroc, who is my expedition organiser. He has over forty years of experience in the desert, speaks fluent Tashlaheet (Berber)I and is going to spend the first couple of days with us and then will pop back at various points when we get reprovisioned. With me are also my friend and director/camerawoman Alicia Arce, who will be filming the start, and Abdellah Azizi, a local cameraman who will also be with us intermittently. I’m fizzing with excitement and with nerves, launching into the unknown with strangers.

The pickup turns off the tarmac and onto the top of some flat cliffs overlooking the desert plain. It’s big and barren. Two men come up to greet us. They are Brahim Boutkhoum (BB), who is my guide and chef, and Addi Bin Youssef, camelteer. We exchange polite and rather shy hellos and then all get straight to work unloading the supplies from the pickup.

Coming up from the plain, I see a lone figure leading the five camels, who have been grazing in the basin. It’s Brahim Ahalfi, our expedition leader.

JP overtakes me, I can only see his eyes as his face is totally concealed by his scarf (chech), but they look kind. I stick out my hand to shake, always a judgement call, as not all men are keen to shake hands with a woman. ‘Brahim? Peace be upon you. How are you? My name is Alice and this is my friend, Alicia. We start our journey together. May God grant us success.’

‘Upon you be peace. We are honoured to meet you. Yes, if God wills it our journey will succeed.’ He turns to each of us and looks us over carefully. ‘I am going to give you Arabic names. Now you will stop being Alice and Alicia.’ He smiles beneath his chech and says, pointing at me, ‘You will be Zahra,’ and to Alicia, ‘you are Hanan.’ Arabic works on a root system – every word is based on three letters and Hanan has the meaning of tenderness. Zahra means flower, and zihr – from the same root z h r – is the word for luck. It feels like a welcome and a baptism for a new beginning.

First impressions are so important and I want to make a good one. I want to be part of the team, not a client. I need to belong even though I am so different. So, feeling a bit foolish but determined to set the right intention from the very start, I grab my bags and head towards the nearest camel, Hamish as I would come to name him, and ask where I should put them. Brahim shows me how to put them in the big green woven panniers that sit on the camel’s saddle and distributes the weight carefully. I am almost certain that my help is more of a hindrance at this stage, but the men know that I am trying and that is the most important thing. We finish loading and then the camels lurch up and off.

The pace is steady but brisk. Camels always look as though they’re just cruising along slowly, but in fact they walk quite quickly if they’re in good shape and it isn’t too hot. When I stop to take a picture, it is a trot to catch up. Alicia and Abdellah are filming and running gazelle-like (ish) up and down the slopes to get the best shots. ‘They’re doing the marathon,’ says BB with a chuckle.

We arrive as the sun is sinking at the shores of the Mansour Eddahbi barrage, bathing it, appropriately, in gold – eddahbi means ‘the Golden One’ in Arabic. The dam services the city of Ouarzazate and its surroundings and has a capacity of 560 million cubic metres. It was completed in 1972 and is filled by rivers and streams flowing down from the Atlas Mountains, fuelled by rainfall and snow melt. Before it was built, the Draa flooded the upper and middle reaches regularly, but the dam now controls the river flow for the benefit of the huge oases that lie along its upper shores – the date basket of Morocco.

The camels couch and the men strip them quickly of their loads, dumping everything higgledy-piggledy on the ground. Seeing my surprised face, Brahim tells me, ‘It’s important to get everything off them as fast as possible. The loads are heavy and their backs are tired. They want to go and graze.’ In fact, our campsites always looked as though a tornado had just passed through, with stuff all over the place, a definite cultural difference, although we could always find what we wanted in spite of the seeming chaos.

I help Brahim put up my tent – grateful that I don’t have to do it on my own. JP hovers around it like an expectant father. He had actually designed it and had it made specially for the expedition, ‘Look, Zahra, we call it Le Petit Fromage [LPF], because it looks just like a little cheese.’ He holds up a wrapped triangle of Laughing Cow to compare the two and, sure enough, it’s a doppelgänger. I bend down to pick up a largish rock to weigh down the edge but he stops me. ‘No, no. Never pick up a rock with your hands.’ He turns over the stone carefully with his foot and there in the centre of the pressed earth is a small hole with the end of a scorpion’s tail poking up out of it. They nest under the rocks and can give you a nasty nip if you disturb them. You wouldn’t die from a sting from one of these small ones but it would make you feel very sick and cause the area around the bite to swell up badly. I was glad of the warning.

Sitting on my folding camp chair that first evening, looking at the lake turning from gold to silver with a single fishing boat cutting a sliver through the calm, I hear the first words of the evening prayer.

‘In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate

Thanks be to God, the Lord of the worlds

The Merciful, the Compassionate…’

The voice is clear and strong; musical and full of faith. It is Brahim, our expedition leader, and his prayers are to be the time markers throughout our days on the expedition. I somehow know that this is all going to be all right.

It was so cold that night that when we get up in the morning, the olive oil that the men dip their bread into for breakfast has frozen. But we are soon heated by the rising sun.

JP and Abdellah leave us that morning just after we cross a dried-mud plateau, fissured like a giant jigsaw puzzle. ‘When it rains, Zahra, you can’t cross this at all,’ BB tells me. ‘The mud will suck you in right up to your neck.’ Before he leaves, JP tries to download forty years of desert experience into my brain with a list of random advice.


	Always wear sunglasses; you have pale eyes, they will burn.

	Collect firewood for camp, even if you are just going off for the bathroom, come back with something.

	
Care for your feet.

	Put all your clothes and sleeping stuff in plastic bags in case it rains. (It didn’t – we didn’t see a drop for nearly three months.)

	Make sure you keep all your electronics in the red bag which I made for you. Keep them separate from your other luggage.

	Zip up Le Petit Fromage so that no scorpions or snakes enter, or even ticks.

	Check your shoes for creatures before you put them on in the morning.

	You are entitled to a small (kids’ sandcastle-size) bucket of hot water to wash twice a day when the men get the same to perform the wudu (ritual washing before prayers) if there is water. If there isn’t, they perform wudu with stones.

	Put some bleach in the water for rinsing glasses. (The men weren’t keen on this one.)

	Take your GPS co-ordinates every night on your Garmin, and give them to BB; he will send it to me and also to the regional authorities and the gendarmes.



Ahead of us, a gap in the hills frames a small oasis, with its tall green palms outlined against the mountains of Saghro, frosted in a thin crust of white snow. At our backs, the space-age tower of Noor, the world’s largest concentrated solar power plant, stands tall in its immense field of panels turned towards the light. Noor sucks up the rays from the sun and stores them in molten salt so the energy can then be used when it’s needed, mainly at night. It produces enough power to supply a city of 2.6 million people, or half the population of Scotland, and it saves the planet from the 760,000 tonnes of carbon emissions which would be produced by an equivalent fossil-fuel power plant.

We are about 10 kilometres away from it at this point, and from this distance it looks like a long wizard’s wand gleaming with lightning at its tip. The two views encapsulate what we are doing with our whole expedition, turning our backs on the city and modern life to walk back into history in the old way with our caravan of camels, following the nomad paths, albeit equipped with some great innovations like solar chargers, GPS and wicking materials.

Soon, we are out of the desert plains and into the black rocks of the Jebel Saghro – the Mountain of Doom. This is the area that Addi comes from and although it looks bleak with its jutting dark mountains, it is actually home to the Ait Atta tribe and a big nomadic community

Addi is from a nomadic family and his mum, Lalla Ito, spends much of her time with her flock in these hills rather than in their home in Nqob. At twenty-three, he is the youngest of our crew. He is about five foot ten and slim but strongly built. He has a long face, a good strong nose and very white teeth. His hair is a curly black mop and he sports a sparse moustache. He always has terrible shoes, which fall apart, and socks that breed holes. He was brought up living in a goat’s hair tent and from his earliest days he was out with the herd strapped to his mother’s back. He never waits to be asked to do something but just does whatever is needed without ever complaining. He has a slight stutter which becomes pronounced when he gets excited and a really naughty side. We quickly establish a favourite aunt/nephew relationship. Addi does everything quickly but, like me, he is not naturally tidy or exact, which gets on BB’s nerves.

BB is Addi’s opposite. He is meticulous in everything he does: the mess tent is kept clean and tidy and a tablecloth is spread on the ground for every meal. Even though he has only brought a small bag, he seems to have an endless supply of outfits and always looks dapper. He wears a vibrant blue embroidered tunic over baggy sirwal (trousers) with an orange or red chech and a cap. He is a wonderful cook and makes every meal special. He is also a talented storyteller, acting out all the characters and keeping us enthralled with immaculate timing. He has a gentle spirit and a kind of delicacy which brings a different quality to the group.

‘Brahim Ahalfi is fine – like a gazelle,’ is how JP described him to me, and it’s true. He is slender and graceful and his movements are measured. He is from Ait Bougemez – Happy Valley – a rich agricultural region in the mountains and his father was a herdsman but he has given his heart to the desert. Although he is Amazigh (Berber), he looks Arab. He has a noble face with a full mouth and expressive eyes.

From an early age he loved learning and said that he would run to Quranic school in the mosque after ordinary school had finished. He has learnt the entire Quran off by heart. Every day he spends the free time after lunch reading and re-learning sections and he always leads the men in their prayers. He is a deep thinker and a great advocate of patience, a quality which he tries to teach me with occasional success, but he is also passionate about social justice and rages furiously (and at length, often reminding me of my father) about the inequalities in the world. He is a natural protector and – to my delight – makes me his project. ‘We only have one Flower (Zahra), we have to tend her carefully,’ he tells me on the third day, and I agree heartily.

As well as the human team members, we have our five camels. ‘Who is this?’ I’d asked Brahim pointing at the black one on day one. ‘Alrum,’ he said. I heard ‘Alone’ but was corrected the next day. Happily armed with a treat of orange peel, I approached Alrum, cooing at him and sure, now I had his name, he would warm to me. It took me about a week to learn that Alrum just means ‘camel’ in Tashlaheet and that Moroccans don’t name their animals as we do. They use descriptors like boutershweet (the one with the white face) or Saghro (the one from Saghro), but, of course, I had to. The camels were an integral part of the team and I am very guilty of anthropomorphism.

All our camels were male as you cannot mix male and female camels because the males would fight for ownership of the females. Also, the males are bigger and stronger. Initially, I thought that I’d name them after various men I have a crush on or have been out with, but decided that would be a bit creepy, so I chose good Scottish names instead – ones that I thought were suited to the individual animals. Camels all have their own personalities, quirks, likes and dislikes, just like us.

Alasdair is Brahim’s lead camel and is the strong, silent type. He is the largest of the males but is quite gentle, unlike Hamish. Hamish is my favourite. He is younger than Alasdair but nearly as big and has a black coat. He is a bad-tempered alpha and very prone to biting. Since a male camel can take your arm off, Brahim spends the whole expedition saying, ‘Khatar, Zahra! Danger, Zahra. Look out.’ And I spend the whole expedition alternately trying to bribe Hamish to love me by feeding him treats and leaping out of the way when he snakes his neck round to take a lump out of me. Murdo is the last member of Brahim’s three and he is the oldest member of the team, a veteran of long journeys. Addi’s lead is Callum, who he loves dearly and is always sneaking extra delicacies to. Callum has the beseeching eyes of a Labrador and a permanent ‘Feed me! Love me!’ expression which is pretty irresistible. At elevenses time, he stands right over us drooling until we hand over our orange peel. Camels love orange peel. Sausage – or ‘shashage’ as Addi pronounces it – is second camel. He is of medium build but quite strong and comes into his own later.

The landscape is magnificent. We have left the golden plains and sparkling rivers near the dam for the intense, brooding dark mountains of the Saghro. Jagged peaks rise on every side and the colour palate ranges from steely grey to deepest black. We and our camels are tiny by comparison, little splashes of colour against the looming slopes.

The sharp rocks of the Saghro are not ideal for the camels, but there are narrow goat tracks to follow and Brahim and Addi constantly search for the best route. To Alicia and me, it’s an impenetrable forest of rock, but Addi knows a good place to camp where there’s a clearing and a crumbling azeeb, a stone-built shepherd’s enclosure, with enough space to pitch our three tents. We’d got ourselves settled when we spotted two little figures approaching. Aicha, in a velvet pink jellaba with a black and blue headscarf wrapped snugly around her head against the cold, was carrying one little brother on her hip and had another little one in tow toddling beside her, his face covered in snot. It’s hard to judge the children’s ages, but I think she is probably around twelve.

The minute the baby sees me, a strange pink face, he bursts into tears and BB swoops in and gathers him up. He’s chuckling again in seconds. His face is chapped red raw with the cold and Aicha asks us for some cream. Out comes my Lâncome and I smear it over the sore bits, wishing that I had brought something less perfumed and more practical, but reassured by the thought that, at the price they charge, surely it will do some good.

BB re-emerges from the mess tent laden with goodies for Aicha to take back to her family: sardines, Laughing Cow cheese, macaroni and flour. Generosity and sharing are absolutely core to the way Moroccans live their lives. It’s a reflex for them to give and, during the expedition, I experienced that time and again. ‘Douyouf Allah, guests are from God,’ BB told me, and it became one of our expedition catchphrases.

Aicha is a delight. She is fascinated by us, particularly Alicia, and shadows her as she films the bivouac, slipping her hand in its pink flowery glove into hers. She goes around the camp examining everything carefully, picking things up and putting them down while trying to wrangle her two little brothers, wiping running noses and shifting the baby higher on her hip.

Then, she starts pointing to the red scarf around Alicia’s neck. It’s actually one of BB’s, so Alicia has to tell her she can’t have it, but Aicha won’t give up. She keeps gesturing, becoming more insistent. Thinking that she would just have to explain to BB later, Alicia unwinds it and hands it over, but instead of putting it on, Aicha pats the wall and gets Alicia to sit down. Frowning with concentration, she carefully covers Alicia’s head with the scarf, tucking bits of stray hair and tying it into a traditional style for women – a hegab. ‘Tashweet, tashweet,’ she crows, clapping her hands. ‘Now, you are beautiful.’

Crossing the Saghro, we occasionally come across a small cluster of palm trees, fed by an underground spring and presumably grown from seeds dropped or excreted by men or animals passing this way. The date harvest is in October but sometimes there are still clusters hanging on the pods. Dates are an integral part of our diet as we eat them with our soup every night, contrasting the hot saltiness with their sweetness. We’d left Aicha far behind when we pass by a group of about four trees with a fair crop hanging above us.

Addi drops Callum’s halter and starts searching around for suitable throwing stones. The trees are around 25 metres high, but he manages to get some hits and dates fall down like smarties. I have a go but fail comprehensively, so content myself with running under the trees in between Addi’s sorties to gather the fallen fruits. Brahim has been making out he’s too cool to join in, but his resolve crumbles as we shriek and praise Addi for his prowess. Then, things get competitive. Brahim and Addi vie with each other to get big bunches down from the tallest tree. ‘Look at all those,’ says Addi. ‘I got more,’ counters Brahim. ‘Who is the best, Zahra? Who got the most?’ Two faces turn to me and I feel like Solomon clutching the sword above the baby. ‘You are both so strong and throw so well,’ I say, avoiding a diplomatic incident. ‘Look how many dates we have for supper.’ They do taste good. There are two basic types: dried brown ones that are very sweet, and slightly unripened yellow ones that have a fibrous texture to them.

That afternoon BB summons Alicia and me to the mess tent. ‘Zahra, Hanan, I am going to teach you how to make an orange cake.’ We don’t seem to have much cake-making equipment with us, but we do have a camping gas-fired portable oven, which is strapped daily into pride of place on top of Callum. Bread is the staple in Morocco and is eaten with breakfast, lunch and dinner, and every three days or so BB and Addi would pound the dough and produce home-baked flat loaves to keep us going.

No finalist on MasterChef has more panache than BB. Alicia and I step into the mess tent and are motioned to sit down on the earth opposite him, sitting propped up on a flour sack beside the oven. The light is cutting through the murky gloom of the canvas. Alicia and I, the eager acolytes, have our phones at the ready to take notes and videos, and the cooking lesson commences. We have all the necessary ingredients, including a tray of eggs which are the last thing to go on the camels and the first thing to come off, tenderly placed in a safe corner at every bivouac, except for the time Addi stepped backwards and crushed nearly a whole tray.

The recipe: 5 eggs, 5 spoons of sugar, a sachet of vanilla sugar. Mix eggs and sugar and add a small pot of natural yoghurt and then the same pot full of vegetable oil. Mix. Add the rind and juice of one orange. Oil a heavy pan. Put 5 big spoons of flour in the pan. Swish till the base of the pan is covered. Add 9 more spoons of flour and 2 sachets of baking powder. The consistency is quite runny – almost like thick pancake batter or thin drop-scone batter. Bake in a hot oven for 15-20 mins. For the icing: In a pan, combine half a glass of orange juice, a sachet of vanilla sugar, 3 spoons of ordinary sugar and a heaped spoon of cornflour. Add a pinch of saffron and cook gently on the gas, constantly stirring. When both cake and icing have cooled, pour icing over the sponge. Do try it at home.

Before he started, BB said, ‘Bismillah. In the Name of God,’ and while he was mixing, adding and stirring, he told us why.

‘Iblis [the devil] was the greatest angel, God’s favourite, but his pride was his downfall. When he created Adam, he told the angels they had to bow before him, but Iblis thought that Adam was beneath him and would not obey. God said he had to, on pain of expulsion from the garden, but Iblis refused to bow to an inferior being like Adam. So, although he had been the favourite, he was thrown out of God’s kingdom. Iblis was seized with a great anger and hatred and now he works tirelessly to gather as many souls as he can to join him in Hell – and we humans are weak. He’s married and has a family and he’s helped in his work by some of the jinn – they inhabit a whole parallel world to humans. We cannot see them, but they can see us. Some are good, but some are evil. Praying and using God’s name keeps Iblis and the jinn at bay. That is why we always say bismillah when we enter the house or the tent, before cooking or eating our meals and before washing.’

The smell of warm spicy cake fills the air and, with a flourish, BB reaches into the oven and pulls it out, absolutely perfect. It’s so delicious that when Addi is given his piece, he sticks his whole face in it and is left with icing on his nose.

Our first discovery is at the hamlet of Tanamroute. Towering above it is a giant plug of rock. Its name means ‘the axis around which a millstone turns’ and it looks just like that, thrusting up out of the ground vertically towards the sky. The villagers told us that there were ruins on the top built by ‘El Bortugese’ – the Portuguese. However, although Portugal did colonise parts of Morocco, building ports and fortifications along the coastline, most notably in Essaouira, which is a medieval Portuguese city, there are no records of them having come this far inland. Prayers that morning are next to the outside mosque which has been traced in stones on the edge of the village. Eid Al Adha, the Feast of the Sacrifice, is the big Muslim holiday that commemorates the willingness of Ibrahim (Abraham) to sacrifice his son Ismail when told to by God. For the feast, it’s customary in some places to pray outside, and these stones have been laid out for that reason.

The path up to the plug takes us past the pressed clay walls of the village, a little donkey standing alone in one corner. For the lower slopes there’s a path, but we quickly leave it behind and are soon scrambling up the side of the rock. It’s super-slippery and crumbling. Every time I put a hand or foot on something it breaks away. We persevere and get up to a point where a rock fall completely blocks our passage. Above us we can see the remains of a wall curling round the rock, presumably a fortification, and further ahead is a building which is still recognisable as a house of some kind with some visible roof timbers. We can’t get up there, though, not even with ropes; the rock is too friable. We have to settle for what we have seen, clear evidence of some kind of fortified settlement, built in a strategic position high over the Draa, but it would be great to go back with a helicopter.

Our route throughout the expedition snakes back and forth to the Draa; sometimes we have to leave it behind to make better progress and sometimes we are right beside the river or in its bed. Alicia has left and for the first time I am on my own with the team.

In all the run-up to our departure I had been remarkably worry-free about the journey itself. I had great confidence in JP’s organisational skills; I knew I was in good shape for walking; and I had a few adventures under my belt. The one thing that had preyed on my mind was that I might be lonely. I was a Scottish, Christian woman travelling with three Amazigh, Muslim men. I knew they all had strong religious beliefs and I thought they might disapprove of me and what I was doing – so far removed from what their mothers or wives or sisters would do.

It’s crunch time. I’m walking at the back of the camels feeling a bit sorry for myself when Brahim shouts back at me, ‘Zahra, come up here. Why are you walking alone at the back? Come and walk here with me. One hand can’t clap.’ I scurry to the front and take my place beside him, one of the gang. My worry about loneliness disappears.


	
I. My transliterations from Tashlaheet (also spelled Tachelhit) are as I hear them as there is no recognised system.








2 THE HENNA PARTY


Agdz – not far from Hassi Bou Lham

15 January 2019

We’re on the outer fringes of Agdz, one of the largest oases on the Draa, ahead of us a vast expanse of palm trees crowds the valley. On the left is the row of peaks called Jebel Kissan – Glasses Mountain – because they look like a row of glasses. In their lee is a string of villages, built of traditional red clay. Many of them are deserted or abandoned for the smart new concrete homes the villagers have put up next door. We turn down a dusty road through some houses towards the palms and Addi says, ‘Tea. There is no doubt that there will be tea.’ He must have a sixth sense, because within two minutes a small leprechaun-like man in green trousers and shirt, with a wide-brimmed straw hat and a long white beard, appears. He is carrying a tray with mint tea, clean glasses, olive oil and freshly baked bread wrapped in a blue checked cloth. We’re all hungry and gobble down the bread, which is still warm. Delighted, our host runs back up the hill to bring us more. ‘Everywhere there are good people and bad people,’ says Brahim.

When our host gets back, he tells us he had seen us on the road and thought we were bound to be thirsty so had prepared the tray and run down to meet us. Suddenly, Addi gallops off with one of our little buckets and sticks it under Callum’s back legs. Callum is, very obligingly, having a long, noisy pee and Addi needs to catch the outpourings. Our host has asked for some camel wee for his wife, who suffers from allergies. Camel hair, milk and camel pee are thought to have restorative qualities and people use them in traditional medicine.

After dinner, we always drink a glass of luisa – verbena – a herbal tea made from vervain leaves. It tastes delicately of lemon and promotes sleep and good digestion. I’ve become addicted to it and now grow a large pot on my terrace. It’s our time to relax and someone always comes up with a story or a riddle. Tonight, Brahim has the floor and tells us the story of the Ait Atta and Ait Sedrat.

‘In the name of God. In days gone by, there were two tribes, the Ait Atta and the Ait Sedrat. They were neighbours, but they were not living in peace. Between them was a piece of land and both laid claim to it. They argued and discussed and shouted and threatened and pleaded but could not reach agreement. Finally, when their voices were hoarse and their throats ached from talking, they went to the judge of the whole province and laid their problem in front of him.

‘ “O honourable Qadi,” said the leader of the Ait Atta. “We are in dispute over land with our brothers in the Ait Sedrat and we cannot resolve the issue. We feel the poison of the devil between us and we want to return to the righteous path. Please tell us what we should do.” The leader of the Ait Sedrat nodded his agreement.

‘ “Fear not, my sons,” said the clever Qadi, “I have a solution if you will both agree. Say the morning prayer on your own land and then set off. Travel as fast as you can, stopping not for food or water, and use your best camel and all your might as riders. When you hear the call to evening prayer, stop, and that will be your boundary.”

‘Both leaders agreed and went back to their lands. They set the date for the competition for the following Thursday.

‘Thursday came and the leader of the Ait Sedrat arose before dawn and prepared his camel. He ate a breakfast of dates, oil and bread early so that the minute he had completed his prayers he could mount his steed and ride like the wind to win as much of the land as possible. His camel, the white-faced one, was saddled and waiting in the courtyard. The night before, he had been fed well with oats and watered at the well. The muezzin called “Allahu Akbar” and the leader completed his prayers, jumped onto his camel and opened the door from his courtyard.

‘He could not believe what his eyes were telling him. There, sitting in front of his gate, drinking water from a gourd, and leaning against his couched camel, was the leader of the Ait Atta. “All your land is mine,” he said.

‘ “What is this treachery?” demanded the leader of the Ait Sedrat. “It is impossible that you said the morning prayer on your own land and then reached this point. You have broken our pact.”

‘ “By God, I have not,” said the cunning leader of the Ait Atta. “I scooped up the earth from my land into this saddlebag and travelled all night, bringing it here to 500 metres before your gate, where I scattered it. This morning I prayed on my land, as we agreed, and set off to reach here. Now I claim your land for my own.” ’

The Ait Atta is one of the biggest tribes in Morocco and is based around the Saghro and Draa region. Ait means ‘the family of’ and is very similar to Mc or Mac in Scotland. Tribal life is still very important in many areas and land disputes remain keenly fought over. There are ancient and complex agreements in place regarding ownership of the land as well as grazing rights and seasonal use. The Ait Atta from Sahgro migrate every year in the summer to Ait Bougemez where they have an agreement to graze their flocks for the summer months that dates back centuries.

Every day I’m growing more comfortable with the men. They’ve given me a nickname, ‘Tafilfilat harran’ – the hot chilli pepper – which I would like to think is due to the warmth of my personality but am categorically told is because of my hot temper. ‘Patience, Zahra, patience,’ is Brahim’s constant refrain. Walking through the dark rocks, I’ve started to search out all the little plants and flowers that grow in the crevices, many of them surviving on the dew that collects overnight. I stop and search a five-metre radius at one point and find about seven different species: a type of dandelion, a dusky pink flower like a mini hyacinth with spaghetti-like leaves and another one that has hairy leaves with white and maroon stalks and flowers. Addi picks up on my interest and starts pointing plants out to me.

‘Zahra, Zahra, look at this one,’ he breaks off a stalk from a succulent cactus. It’s about the length of my forefinger. ‘This is good to eat; it has water inside it.’ I eye him dubiously, ‘Addi, are you sure? It just looks like a bit of cactus to me. Isn’t it bitter?’ His eyes widen and he takes on the face of a latter-day martyr accused of blasphemy, ‘Zahra, don’t you trust me? Of course it is good. It is sweet like honey made by the wild bees. When I was a child, I used to eat it all the time.’ To prove his point, he takes a big bite and munches away. ‘Bisaha wa raha, health and rest,’ he says, handing me the rest of the stalk. ‘Bismillah,’ I say, and eagerly bite in, ready for some honey sweetness. Ha! It’s as bitter as I’d thought it might be before I fell for Addi’s patter. I spit it onto the ground and swill my mouth out with water. Addi capers around, shrieking with laughter like a banshee.

We’re crossing a large plain dotted with occasional small houses. A very fancy one stands in the middle, freshly painted and rather large. It’s the primary school for the surrounding area and children walk long distances to attend. Primary school is mandatory in Morocco. Two little boys arrive on their bikes and race the camels. Spotting a foreigner, they chance their luck, ‘Stylo, pen,’ they chant. ‘I don’t have any,’ I say. ‘No problem, what about some money?’ they try. I shake my head. ‘I know, I know,’ they’re undeterred, ‘al bortable diyalak, your mobile phone, that will do.’ I like their style. ‘No, I need it.’ ‘But don’t you have another one?’ When I decline, they finally accept my lack of gifting with good grace and ride alongside us for a while.

We are camped in the lee of a hill, looking out over a small canyon filled with yellow and purple gorse. Past that is a flat plain leading to a little oasis where palm trees and henna grow, with one house beyond. The owners had passed us earlier on their motorbikes and said I was welcome to visit, but I felt a bit shy and had gone to help Addi with the water instead.

I drank the water untreated wherever we were all through the expeditions and had no stomach problems, thankfully. I think the water was usually much purer than our town water, in fact, as it was from wells or pools of rain or snow melt. We always had a two to three days’ supply with us, carried in 4 x 25-litre bidots (white plastic containers with red lids) or empty 5-litre mineral water bottles. The big bidots weighed 25kg when they were full, so carrying two was quite hard.

Addi and I fill up from the well next to the garden and stagger back with a bidot each. At camp I am met by a pretty young girl in a silver-spangled headscarf and jeans who says, ‘You must come over to the house now and we will do henna,’ so off I go hand in hand with Ghislaine.

Henna is a small privet-like shrub, Lawsonia inermis. It is grown as a cash crop in Morocco and the leaves are dried and milled and then ground into a paste. It’s used traditionally on the hair and on the skin, both for decoration and for health. It toughens up the skin, so you will see women in the fields with henna on the soles of their feet and the palms of their hands to help protect them. The pretty designs that you get offered when you go to tourist areas are called naqsh and are used for celebrations like Eid and, of course, for weddings.

It was so cold at night and in the mornings that my hands had cracked and I had open cuts between my thumbs and forefingers, so I needed the toughening. Brahim had been treating them every night by rubbing them with raw lemon, which is fantastically good for the skin but stings like crazy.

Ghislaine chats to me as we walk across the plain. She’s eleven and tells me she has ‘lots’ of brothers and sisters. She wants to go to school but can’t because there isn’t one in the area. She is not as lucky as the boys on their bikes. She’s clearly clever and asks intelligent questions but constantly has to break off to pick up and throw stones at the two shepherd dogs following us. The dogs in the country are usually either guard dogs or sheep dogs and they don’t tolerate strangers.

This house is a typical, low-lying clay building, but the inhabitants are clearly much better off and there are lots of women and children all together. The teenage girls are all in jeans and headscarves like Ghislaine. I’m led into the salon, a large rectangular room with a TV in one corner, playing a Mexican soap dubbed into darija, and a gas stove on the other side with a tea tray beside it and a kettle bubbling on top. I sit down on the rugs covering the floor and Ghislaine brings a cushion for my back. I am not at all flexible, unlike all the Moroccan women who can bend from the hips and sit cross-legged at will, and need something to prop me up. It’s rude to point the soles of your feet directly at someone, so I can’t always sit with my legs straight out, which is almost comfortable, and usually end up with them curled beside me and leaning on one arm. It’s one of the things that’s tough on a long trip because everything in camp is at ground level.

There are two young women tending the kettle, Oumaima in a black jellaba with shiny spangles and Naima in brown and gold. Naima is twenty-five and had married at seventeen. She has two sons: Mounir and Imran. We drink tea and eat fresh msimmin, a flat, square, flaky pancake which is lightly fried and is rather like a paratha. You eat them with oil, melted butter, honey and jam. They are about a thousand calories a bite and worth every one. Once I’ve eaten, Naima asks me if I’d like to come out and help her milk the goats. I jump up, very excited – I’ve never milked a goat before.

We go via her kitchen, of which she is justifiably proud. The fire has a large pot of couscous steaming on it, a separate bread oven and also a three-ringed gas stove fuelled by camping gas. Lots of utensils and basics in jars are lined up neatly on shelving on the wall. I say everything that is admiring and we leave for the back of the house, where the goats who have kids and are in milk have been corralled by the children. First of all, I watch Naima. The goats all know her, of course, and she just sets straight to it with a long-haired brown nanny who stands there patiently as she pulls the teats and milk streams out into a white plastic container.

‘Me, me, me,’ I’m keen to get started. Naima gives me up her place. Mounir and Imran go to the front of my victim and hold tightly onto her horns. Squatting on the ground, I start squeezing away. The nanny’s kid comes up behind me to check out what I’m doing to her mother and climbs onto my back. Nothing is coming out. I pull some more; still nothing. My victim has started to bleat loudly and, although I don’t speak fluent goat, I can recognise an ‘Ouch, get off me, you oaf!’ when I hear one.

Naima is a diplomat, ‘That’s enough, Zahra, we only take a little from each mother anyway so that they have plenty to feed their babies.’ She leads me on to another nanny. This one is chestnut-brown and has shorter hair. To stop her from running off, I grab her by her left hind leg, then reach under and count while pulling down on her teats. The udders are very swollen and surprisingly hard, ‘One potato, two potato…’ Gentle pressure, relentlessly applied has its effect and milk starts squirting down. Some goes into the container, some goes all over Naima and some goes in my eye, which is a feat of some dexterity. Everyone wails with laughter.

Back in the salon, Oumaima is mixing henna powder with water, oil and lemon juice to make a thick paste. This is where I make my tactical error. I should have gone to the loo, because once the henna is on, I won’t be able to and there’s more tea drinking ahead. The henna is from their garden and has the consistency of dough. Oumaima plasters it thickly over the palm of my hand and up and over the fingers to my first knuckle. She then encases my hands in two plastic bags, tied at the wrist to protect the henna and to speed up absorption with the extra heat and humidity. Another sister arrives and brings out her embroidery to show me. She sells it at the local market – napkins and table coverings.

Henna should be kept on overnight and the women are desperate for me to stay. ‘Stay with us, Zahra,’ says Oumaima. ‘You can eat couscous and sleep with me and Naima and then in the morning go back to your camp.’ At that moment, one of the children comes running in, ‘There is a man in a brown jellaba coming. Is he yours, Zahra?’ Brahim has come to claim me. More tea and msimmin are brought out and some of the menfolk arrive. We ask about schools for the children and they tell us it’s a big problem for them. They don’t have one and even if they had a building, because of the remoteness of the place, they can’t get a teacher to come. There are four extended families living within a 5km radius. I count six children of school age in the house – if multiplied, that means over twenty children in the area are missing out on even the most basic education.

I can see that Brahim is getting restless. It’s prayer time. He asks our hosts where he can pray and they point him to a corner of the room. I’m surprised that none of the men join him. His voice and the TV fight for supremacy and the chatter of the family carries on unabated. Prayer is such an integral part of life that there are no hushed silences or pauses in activity. ‘Yallah, let’s go,’ he says when he’s finished and we cross the moonlit plain.

By now, my bladder is signalling extreme distress and I know I have to get these bags off. I have no idea how the women manage; presumably they get a sister or a mother to help them if they need the loo. Back at camp, BB says I ought to keep the bags on overnight but, with an agonised look, I insist I need them off. He understands my pain and roars into action. Addi builds a fire to help dry my hands off quickly, while Brahim makes the soup. BB takes off my plastic bags and holds my hands as close to the flames as I can bear. When the henna is baked dry, Addi pours water over my hands and BB scrapes them hard to get the paste off. My hands and fingers are a fluorescent orange. The longer you leave the henna on, the darker it dyes the skin and the more effective it is, but I’m happy. ‘Ishwa, beautiful,’ says Addi. ‘Bisaha wa raha, in health and rest,’ says BB. ‘May God give you health,’ I reply and rush off gratefully to the bushes.



OEBPS/e9781398503434/fonts/Cormorant-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398503434/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398503434/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398503434/images/f0006-01.jpg
L]
Marrakech

PART ONE

Start:
o t Mansour
uarzazate  gqdanbi Dam
L]

The Draa Expedition
Il s

Foum Chenna

Atlantic Ocean Lake Iriqui

Cap Draa Final well

o TanTan Aerial view of spaceships

IV
nar ¥’
Finish: ,\c\‘“\ o

Oued Chbika

2






OEBPS/e9781398503434/fonts/Cormorant-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398503434/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398503434/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Acknowledgements


		Introduction


		Part One: The Draa Expedition

		Chapter 1: Feet on the Road


		Chapter 2: The Henna Party


		Chapter 3: The Lost City


		Chapter 4: I become a Bride


		Chapter 5: The Giants of the Draa


		Chapter 6: The Spaceships in the Desert


		Chapter 7: The Forest of Stones







		Part Two: The Sahara Expedition

		Chapter 8: Into the Sahara


		Chapter 9: Smara and the Red River Valley


		Chapter 10: Desert Cats


		Chapter 11: Christmas in the Sands


		Chapter 12: Exploring Nothingness


		Chapter 13: Landmines and Quicksand







		Part Three: The Atlas Expedition

		Chapter 14: From Corona to the Coast


		Chapter 15: The Rekkam Plateau


		Chapter 16: Towards Heaven’s Finger


		Chapter 17: Finding Dinosaurs


		Chapter 18: A Triumphant Finish







		Conclusion


		Photographs


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Introduction


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		XIII


		XIV


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322








OEBPS/e9781398503434/fonts/NotoNaskhArabic-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398503434/fonts/Cormorant-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398503434/images/9781398503434.jpg
AelallGE MO R RIS O N

WALKING






OEBPS/e9781398503434/images/title.jpg
ALICE MORRISON

WALKING
WITH
NOMADS

One woman's adventures
through a hidden world from the
Sahara to the Atlas Mountains

Ve

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi






OEBPS/e9781398503434/fonts/Cormorant-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398503434/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


