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Yallah To Morocco 
October 2010 

 

 
 

By Christina King 
Photo Credits:  Christina King, Astrid Tucker & Karen Fox 

Trip Participants:  Left to right starting with back row, Helen Hoeker, Shelby Traugott, Astrid Tucker (my 

mother), Linda Millison, Rebecca (Becky) Christmas, Christina King, Karen Ganz, Linda Levine, Richard 

Hoeker, Karen Fox (my sister), Dominic Sette-Ducati, our fixer extraordinaire (guide) Aziz Slimani, Marty 

Millison, Linda Levine, and Carol Sciacca. 

 

Yallah To Morocco video   Eyeglass Donations video 

Day 1 & 2, Sat-Sun, Oct 9-10, нлмл aƻƳΩǎ Birthday 

Our mother/daughter trip began first with agreeing on a continent and second on a country. Not an easy task 

when my mother, sister and I can be so different.  My mother and I have been to Peru and southern 

Africa together.  My sister has been to France and Italy with my mother. Obviously, we needed to find 

http://www.pprr.org/
https://youtu.be/dDpvag1odVs
https://youtu.be/nLJ_02HdkyA
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common ground to take a trip together.  Morocco fit the bill and we booked our trip with Overseas Adventure 

Travel!  hǳǊ ŀŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜ ōŜƎŀƴ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōƛǊǘƘŘŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ с ŀƳ ǎǘŀǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ ²ƻƻŘƭŀƴŘ tŀǊƪΣ /h ǘƻ 5L! ƛƴ 

Denver, Minneapolis to Paris with a final leg to Casablanca (arriving there the next day).  Note:  Delta flight 

was awful, wish we could have flown Air France the entire way.  Karen met us in Paris, and I managed a bit of 

sleep on the final flight into Casablanca, Morocco.  

Our guide (fixer) Aziz Slimani met us at the airport 

and after an ATM withdrawal for dirhams we got in 

our bus and headed to Rabat, the capital 

of Morocco.  The countryside looks poor, lots of 

mud-sided homes with satellite dishes on top, flocks 

of sheep and goats and many children along the 

road.  Most women (and some men) 

wear JellabaΩǎΣ long modest robes with a pointed 

hoodie.  Many women wear headscarves as well. We 

have a group meeting at our hotel outlining our trip 

plans, eat dinner and finally go to bed around 9:30 

pm. I am so tired!  It rained overnight and I slept like 

a rock.  

 Day 3, Mon, Oct 11, 2010 Rabat 

Our first full day in Rabat sets the tone for our entire trip.  We fill 

the day with many diverse activities and our first is a Moroccan 

Arabic lesson.  !ȊƛȊ ǇŀǎǎŜǎ ƻǳǘ ŀ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άcheat sheetέ ŀƴŘ we 

practice the short phrases and words.  I thought French might be 

helpful but not really.  Lǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜƳ ƭƛƪŜ Ƴŀƴȅ aƻǊƻŎŎŀƴΩǎ 

(outside of the bigger cities) speak French other than a few 

phrases.  The people we meet are ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅ ŀƴŘ L ǳǎŜ ά{ƘǳƪǊŀƴέ 

(thank you) many times a day.  !ȊƛȊΩǎ ŦŀǾƻǊƛǘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ƛǎ ά¸ŀƭƭŀƘέ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ά[ŜǘΩǎ ƎƻΦέ  We adopt this word and yell it along 

with Aziz every opportunity we get.  I think I will start using it 

on river trips in the future.  Aziz gives us a Gesture handout that 

familiarizes us with the common types of non-verbal 

communication.  Unfortunately, several of us (me included) goof 

up and use the a-okay hand gesture at least once by mistake on 

our trip.  Our A-Okay hand gesture means something vastly 

different (and offensive) in Morocco.  

 

Our group is fun (more women than men) and we quickly bond.  Poor Shelby fell in the bathroom last night 

and appeared at breakfast with a doozy of a shiner around her eye.  This turns out to be the least of her issues 

as the trip progresses (most of us end up with dysentery).  
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Our first stop in Rabat is King Mohammed VIΩǎ Royal Palace.  We only 

get to see it from the outside and it is protected by the Royal Guard 

in very ornate uniforms.  My impression is that this King is much 

admired by Moroccans.  HŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ YƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

tƻƻǊΦέ  His numerous social and equality programs have improved 

the lives of many Moroccans.  He places a high value on clean water, 

ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎƛǘȅΣ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊ 

through education.  Our next stop is called Chellah which features 

ancient Roman Ruins, a Muslim mosque and burial place AND the 

first place (of many) where we see an incredible number of cats.  Aziz 

explains that they do not believe in spaying or neutering any animals 

ς thus the high number of cats.  They also do not name animals (even 

pets).  ! ŘƻƴƪŜȅ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŀ άƘΩƳŀǊέ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ŘƻƴƪŜȅǎ ŀǊŜ ƴŀƳŜŘ 

ƘΩƳŀǊΦ  YƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƭƛƪŜ ƴŀƳƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ŘƻƎΣ ά5ƻƎΦέ  

Lucky stork nests perch high on the Chellah mosque minaret (tall 

tower where calls to prayer come from).  Calls to prayer are chanted 

(across every city we visit) five times a day.  This chant calls Muslim's 

to hasten to the mosque for prayer.  No one instantly flops to the 

ground and begins praying.  It is simply a public audio reminder to those without watches.  A visit to an 

archeological museum is a nice diversion to see old artifacts.  ²Ŝ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ŀ ǎǳƭǘŀƴΩǎ ƎŀǊŘŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŦǊŀƎǊŀƴǘ ŦƭƻǿŜǊ 

scents in the air.  Iŀǎǎŀƴ LLΩǎ ǘƻƳō όǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ YƛƴƎΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊύ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǎǉǳŜ Ƙŀǎ Ŧǳƭƭ ǘƛƳŜ wƻȅŀƭ DǳŀǊŘǎ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ 

at attention 24 hours a day.  ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǾŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ ŀ Řŀȅ άcalls to prayerέ ŀǊŜ ŀ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ƻǳǊ ǘǊƛǇΦ  

Note:  The common Moroccan vehicles are Mercedes and 

BMW's.  This seems odd to me, but I think many of them run 

on diesel.  No surprise that I did not see any American-made 

vehicles.  I notice that in one town all the taxis are old style 

Mercedes.  Gasoline prices are equivalent to 

$4.50/gallon.  Morocco has no oil reserves and imports their 

oil from the Middle Eastern countries.  

My initial stereotypical perception of Muslim societies 

involved fierce beard-faced men in long robes clenching 

their fists in anger at the US -- typical of what we see on 

television.  I thought the women would be completely 

ŜƴǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ƛƴ άburkasΦέ  I knew that was probably not true 

but purposely did virtually no homework about Morocco 

before arriving.  I wanted to see for myself without too many 

preconceived notions before I arrived.  In fact, I notice most 

men are clean shaven with only a neatly trimmed 

mustache.  I have completely changed my initial impression 

and find that the Moroccan people are friendly and happy, 

love their country, respect religions that believe in one God 
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(Allah) and practice gracious hospitality towards strangers.  I quickly adopt the local custom of head/hair 

covering.  This habit allows me to communicate more easily with women.  Specifically, it was difficult for most 

rural women to even make eye contact with me if I do not wear a headscarf.  Making eye contact and smiles 

are impossible for them to sustain towards most uncovered western women.  I notice that the more I try to 

blend with their culture it makes a positive difference in my ability to communicate (in my terrible Arabic 

cheat sheet) with women.  In addition, I notice that men tend to stare (uncomfortably so) when I do not cover 

my hair.  Despite the lack of language skills on my part (Aziz helps a lot) it is not too hard to communicate 

basic questions and answers with each other.   
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By lunch we are tired and enjoy a fish kabob meal at an ocean-side restaurant while watching surfers glide 

down the waves. Poor Linda Levine chooses the chicken and quickly becomes the first person to get 

sick.  Eleven of thirteen of us end up getting sick in Fez so she is just the first one to go down.  Linda thinks it 

was the chicken she ordered, instead of the fish that most of us ate. We return to the hotel and some of our 

group rest for the afternoon.  Mom, Karen, and I decide to walk down to the medina (shopping area) and 

wander through the narrow alleys and shops.  We spent a couple of hours in the dark cobblestone alleys of 

the medina eyeing the meat shops, sweet stores, handicraft booths and people.  My mind is twirling with all 

my first impressions of this country.   
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On our way back to the hotel we slipped into a Jewish synagogue where worshipers are just starting to gather 

(it is in an unmarked modern building located on the same street as our hotel). We got back to the hotel with 

just enough time to join the group for our official welcome dinner and we were not disappointed.  

 Aziz escorted us through the medina to our restaurant.  The hustle and bustle in the alleys continued at all 

hours and our dinner was scrumptious. My favorite food tonight was a pastry-like chicken dish 

called Pastilla.  It tasted of almonds drizzled in honey, stuffed with chicken, cinnamon, onions and layered with 

crispy phyllo sheets topped with powdered sugar.  Sometimes this is served with pigeon, but I am glad it was 

chicken tonight.  Aziz entertained us after dinner by playing guitar.  We got the first of many cups of piping hot 

mint tea on our trip today.  The servers pour the hot tea from high above the tray into tiny glasses to create a 

froth on the top of the beverage. Most Moroccans eat dinner late (usually around 9 pm) so when we show up 

at 7:30 pm, we are always the first ones to be seated for dinner.  Makes for quiet restaurants! 
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Day 4, Tues, Oct 12, 2010 Volubilis & Fez 

We wake up early this morning and begin a long drive to Fez with multiple stops along the way.  Our first stop 

is an up close and personal look at a cork forest and cork bark.  I now understand why cork is considered a 

renewable flooring material. Basically, it is scraped off living trees while keeping the tree alive.  The cork bark 

grows back after several years and is harvested many times over.  Another stop involved stretching our legs 

and saying hello to a women and child at a roadside stand that Aziz routinely visits.  She is selling many items 

including honey.  Aziz buys a handful of fresh mint that fills our bus with a refreshing scent.  I notice that a lot 

of Moroccan food is drizzled with honey which explains the number of people with poor teeth.  

We take a rainy tour of the Roman ruins at Volubilis and admire the shiny mosaic of roman tiles.  Our guide 

explains the purpose behind the many rooms and structures including the myth that relates to a supposed 

Roman habit of eating as much as possible then vomiting it up in a special room (Vomitorium).  Turns out this 

is a myth but plays out on the next day of our trip.  A stop in the town of Meknes provides a unique view of a 

smaller city in Morocco.  Many places we visit are UNESCO World Heritage sites.  Both Volubilis and Meknes 

fall into this category.  We have lunch at a beautiful restaurant in Meknes and visit another mosque/tomb and 

garden.  The tile work, or zellij, consists of geometrical mosaics and is intricately beautiful. 
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We arrive in Fez ό!ȊƛȊΩǎ ƘƻƳŜǘƻǿƴύ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǘǘƭŜ ƛƴǘƻ ƻǳǊ ƘƻǘŜƭ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀ Ǉƻǎǘ-dinner walk down a nearby city 

blvd.  Does Fez smell like olive oil?  Seems so to me.  I LOVE green olives. Note:  ! Ŧǳƴ ǊŜŀŘ άA House in Fezέ 

 

Day 5, Wed, Oct 13, 2010 Happy Vomitorium Day 

Last night I woke up at 11:15 pm and began violently vomiting (with diarrhea) every 30 minutes straight 

through until 4 am.  I was thoroughly drained.  I decided that I was able to keep down a Cipro antibiotic pill by 

4 am and promptly fell into an exhausted sleep.  My mother knocked on my hotel room door early and asked 

if I was sick. Karen and my mother had begun the same cycle of dysentery about 3 am.  I was too weak to go 
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out with the group that morning. Turns out most of ƻǳǊ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǿŀǎ ƛƭƭ Χ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜΦ  Fortunately, I 

ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊƴŜǊ ŀǘ ƴƻƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƧƻƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎ άƘŜŀƭǘƘȅέ ƻƴŜǎ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Fez medina. 
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My mother decided to join me but quickly turned back at the tannery.  Imagine the smell of death and 

multiply that one-hundred-fold and then you can get a sense of the tannery odors.  The tannery employee 

waved sprigs of fresh mint leaves at me and I attempted to stuff it up my nose to hold back my queasiness. I 

rebounded enough to visit a ceramics factory and a home hosted dinner visit that night.  The rest of our group 

became sick, one by one with the same symptoms.  Poor Karen missed Fez completely and spent the entire 

day and evening in her room.  Some were sick off and on throughout the rest of the trip and others rebounded 

as well.  Only Helen and Dominic escaped our brush with dysentery.  Today marks the first day of toilet paper 

hoarding. My suitcase and backpack contain at least 4 rolls by the time we reach the end of our trip. 

                         

The maze-like feel of the Fez medina was amazing.  Only people and heavily loaded donkeys fit into the 

narrow alleys lined with shops of every sort.  ! ŘƻƴƪŜȅΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ in the Arab world must be misery, their loads 

dwarf their small frame.  I routinely see donkeys with huge loads AND a person riding on top!  The sights and 

smells will linger with me well beyond our trip.  Camel and 

sheep heads and feet are a delicacy.  Then again, I do 

love Swedish blood pudding which would be horrifying to 

any Muslim.   

I would have been lost for days if we did not have a guide 

during our visit in the old Fez medina.  Cats prowled 

everywhere, patiently waiting for scraps of meat to fall to 

the alley floor.  The medina shops had a dizzying array of 

handicrafts, household goods, food and accompanying flies 

buzzing over the honey drizzled sweets.  The only saving 

grace about those cats was my hope that they keep the 

rodent population in check.   
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The ceramics factory guide allowed me to 

take a hand at shaping a tagine pot but I am 

convinced my tagine lid effort ended up in 

the reject pile. My pot turned out very 

wobbly- looking.  Supposedly there are 

500,000 people packed into the 9,000 alleys 

of the Fez medina and I believe it!  Aziz said 

he knew the Fez medina well since he 

explored every alley growing up there as a 

child.  The alleys are so narrow that only two 

to three people (at most) can walk side by 

side.  The donkeys trot through with their 

wide loads.  

Warnings shout out from the hurried donkey 

drivers, but we barely hear them over the general din of the crowds and shopkeepers.  The donkeys require us 

to make way so press our backs against the mud walls and pray they do not step on our feet.  The poor 

donkey's (and women) all carry heavy loads.  I took a photo of the medina from an overlook and am 

astounded at how many TV satellite dishes sprout from these old buildings.  The modern juxtaposed against 

the old is fascinating.  

 

Only six of us were able to participate in our home hosted dinner visits tonight.  I enjoyed the visit but was 

only capable of nibbling on the blandest portions of the meal because my stomach remained shaky.  The 

parents in the family we visited were about my age (Mohammed and Nadja) with two children (a 12-year-old 
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girl and a 5-year-old boy).  The daughter was just learning English and went to a private school (she began to 

learn French in 2nd grade). They love family picnics in the Middle Atlas Mountains above Fez.  Beach vacations 

in Tangier are also a favorite holiday location.  aƻƘŀƳƳŜŘ Ǌǳƴǎ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦŀǊƳ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ CŜȊ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǊǾŜǎǘǎ 

olives (4,000 trees), chickpeas and other grains with a few domestic animals as well.  His wife spoke only a bit 

of English, so he translated our questions back and forth.  We shared country stories and customs enjoying our 

ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎΦ aƻƘŀƳƳŜŘΩǎ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ƛǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƎƻƻŘ because of a previous job at a European-oriented 

import/export business. He shared with us many details about their family life, how he and his wife met, and 

customs in their country.  

Day 6, Thurs, Oct 14, 2010 Happy Birthday Karen 

This day will have to be the worst birthday 

Karen has ever experienced.  Mom and 

Karen are still sick and must face a long ride 

in the bus today to our next destination.  Our 

first stop (other than bathrooms of which 

Aziz knows all the good locations) is a ski 

resort town called Ifrane (5,500 ft elevation) 

in the Middle Atlas Mountains.  Ifrane looks 

like a small town in Switzerland and boasts 

yet another Royal Palace.  Ifrane provides a 

cool respite in the heat of summer.  We see 

plump sheep on the drier hillsides 

surrounded by forested mountains.  As we 

descend from the mountaintops, we begin to 

find drier Arizona-like desert canyons 

(wadi).  The wadis that have water, such as 

the immense Tafilalt, have palm groves filled with thousands of date 

trees.  I have become quite adept in picking out the best quality 

dates.  I think the best quality dates are lighter in color (tan and lighter 

brown), plump in size and soft in texture.  Aziz shares the history of 

the Blue Men of the Sahara or Tuareg traders.  The conflict with 

Algeria has put an end to the trading circle they once freely used to 

travel between countries. 

Note:  Cell phone coverage is almost universal across Morocco.  I see 

numerous cell phone towers during our travels.  I wish we had such 

good coverage in the western US! 

Karen ends up throwing up one last time on the bus (fortunately in a 

plastic bag) and is completely spent by the end of the day. My mother 

is tight lipped and tired as well.  As a side note, when Aziz asked us 

today who wanted plain boiled white rice for lunch, all the lunch-

eaters hands shot up in the air.  Carol and Karen Fox slept in a hotel 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tafilalt
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room during lunch.  Aziz arranged for a birthday cake for Karen after dinner, but she just could not manage a 

bite of her treat.  Our Erfoud hotel is really beautifully lit up at night but most of the group goes to bed early. 

Day 7, Fri, Oct 15, 2010 Fossils, Camels & Fennecs 

I woke up early today and strolled through downtown Erfoud - not a metropolis. School children were on their 

way to class, bread and propane was being delivered and cafés are just starting to open.  

Note:  Men dominate the cafés ς άŘƻƛƴƎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎέ ŀǎ !ȊƛȊ ǎŀȅǎΦ  The women work hard, and I have a difficult 

time equating the work that men do with the work that women do.  It seems really unbalanced to me.  Most 

women and young girls wear scarves, but I notice that the young girls wear the fashionable skinny jeans under 

their long tops.  

Our first stop is at a fossil factory.  The slabs are trucked from a nearby quarry and then polished and 

transformed into gorgeous works of art ς both practical (such as sinks/tables) and sculptured art pieces.  I 

should have purchased a fossil piece, but the prices were awfully expensive.   
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²Ŝ ǎǘƻǇ ōȅ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƘƻƳŜ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ǘƻ ŀ άǇƻƻǊ Ŏƭŀǎǎέ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ L ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƻŦ он ǇŀƛǊǎ ƻŦ ǇǊŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƎƭŀǎǎŜǎ 

to Moroccan families.  I saw the desperate need for prescription eyeglasses on my last Africa trip and asked 

my co-workers to donate old prescription eyeglasses before I left for Morocco.  My bag was so full that my 

mother had to take the overflow glasses in her luggage for me.  

How it works:  I asked AȊƛȊ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǇƻƻǊ aƻǊƻŎŎŀƴΩǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƪƴŜǿ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜ ǿŜƭƭΦ  Many 

nomads know Aziz from previous trips, so he had a good sense of their vision problems. I then pulled 

out my bag of old donated prescription glasses and they start to try them on.  Rarely did the first few 

pair work but once a pair worked, their face would light up.  They were literally given the gift of 

sight.  Most older women needed reading glasses, but younger boys and girls typically needed them for 

distance.  Many older women did not use the glasses for reading (they could not read) but instead used 

them to see close-up handiwork such as embroidery or weaving.  Students appreciated the glasses for 

reading and classroom work.  ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ aƻǊƻŎŎŀƴΩǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ b9±9w ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ŀƴ ŜȅŜ 

doctor much less purchase a pair of glasses.  This simple plan worked beautifully, and it was so 

rewarding to see them smile once they could see better with their glasses.  Thanks to my Colorado 

Springs Utilities co-workers for being so generous.   
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