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MOROCCO

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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Fez medina | Sabino Parente/500px

It was more than 20 years ago, in a sultan’s palace garden in Fez, with its fountains, citrus trees and palms, that I first fell in love with Morocco. Surrounded by glistening mosaic tiles, a colonnade of columns and carved cedarwood, I was at a concert at the Festival of World Sacred Music, and was bewitched. Two things kept me in Morocco for many years: firstly, the enormous diversity of the country, with its ancient cities full of the history of a distinctly different culture, boundless desert sands, remote national parks, majestic mountain ranges, verdant wine lands, delicious cuisine and a truly beautiful coastline. And secondly, what makes it all sing: the people, whether they’re city slickers, medina artisans, rural women or desert nomads – they’re friendly, hospitable and enormously proud of their country.

Helen Ranger

@conciergemorocco

Helen writes about African destinations for Lonely Planet and runs a consultancy for bespoke travel in Morocco.
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My favourite experience is wending my way through tiny medina streets, aware I’m a bit lost, but then coming upon a magnificent ancient monument just sitting there in all its glory, waiting to be marvelled over.


WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Morocco
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TommasoPardini/Shutterstock

Morocco’s southern coastline may be a board riders’ paradise, but for me Imsouane’s Magic Bay is a freak of nature – in the best possible way. This wave-creating machine delivers perfect rides off the harbour wall every time I visit. When my arms can no longer paddle, it’s time to kick back, tuck into fresh barbecued fish and watch the waves roll into the amphitheatre-like surfing arena.
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Jade Bremner

@jadeob

Jade has written more than 60 Lonely Planet books and specialises in food and drink, culture and adventure travel.
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Take a walk through the bucolic Aït Bougmez Valley (Happy Valley) and you’ll weave a trail through a timeless rural landscape. There’s a wonderful sense of peace out here, where snowcapped High Atlas peaks rise in the distance, and generations-old walnut trees line pathways and irrigation channels. The pace of life is slow, the spirit of community tangible and hospitality genuine.
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Narina Exelby

@narina.exelby

Narina is a roaming South African writer whose default setting has always been to seek out quiet spaces. She writes for a range of international titles. Her Substack journal, NE Where, is for women who travel, and other curious people.
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The first thing I do when I go back to Tangier is head to a rooftop bar in the kasbah, the highest part of the medina, where the dazzlingly white buildings, the brilliant blue of the sky and the ocean breeze is exhilarating. I listen to the people around me dip in and out of Darija, French, Spanish and English. It may no longer be an international zone, but Tangier is still a fusion of cultures – so close to Europe and yet so excitingly different.
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Sarah Gilbert

@SarahGTravels

Sarah is a freelance writer and photographer.
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The place that convinced me to buy a house in Fez was the produce market at R’cif. Its daily bustle and chatter is of infinitely greater interest to me than any of the local museums. This is where proper medina life happens, and I love prowling its shadowy corridors in search of vegetables recently plucked from the ground and fruit ripened on the trees. Conversations with vendors about the best use of a cardoon or a hunk of camel meat, and finishing my trawl with a bowl of bissara and hot mint tea watching the world wander by, for me is pure joy.
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Tara Stevens

@courtyardkitchenfez

Tara is a food and travel writer and founder of the Courtyard Kitchen Fez, a modern Moroccan cookery school that celebrates the flavours and heritage of the country’s food.


CONTRIBUTING WRITER
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Tharik Hussain

@tharik_hussain

Author of the award-winning Minarets in the Mountains: a Journey into Muslim Europe, Tharik has contributed to various Lonely Planet guidebooks and to National Geographic, The Guardian and the BBC. Tharik wrote the essay on Religion in Morocco.
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A MAZE OF MEDINAS

A far cry from the modern cities alongside, the ancient, medieval medinas are the very essence of Morocco. In their winding, cobbled lanes of higgledy-piggledy houses are artisans plying their trades, boutique riad hotels, markets bursting with spices and fresh produce, tiny shops full of ceramics or brassware, soaring minarets and stately monuments. Pull up a chair in a pavement cafe, order a pot of mint tea and absorb Morocco’s famous Maghrebi mystique.

[image: jpg]

Djemaa El Fna | The Visual Explorer/Shutterstock

Marrakesh

Experience Djemaa El Fna by day and by night, delve into some of the fascinating museums and take a calèche (horse-drawn carriage) ride around the red city ramparts.
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Pavliha/Getty Images

Fez

Morocco’s spiritual capital is the world’s largest car-free city and a tangle of atmospheric alleyways. Venture deep into the medina to discover the sublime golden triangle of monuments.
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Chefchaouen

With its pretty blue-washed streets and red-roofed houses tumbling down a mountainside to the imposing kasbah on the square, Chefchaouen is the most photogenic medina.



BEST MEDINA EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Join the locals for a rip-roaring evening on 1 Djemaa El Fna, choosing from the tastiest street-food stalls, with musicians, dancers and acrobats to keep you entertained.

Peek into Moroccan culture at a concert at Essaouira’s 2 Gnaoua & World Music Festival.

Join a cooking-class shopping expedition into the souqs, then learn to cook Moroccan-style and enjoy a delicious lunch at 3 Cafe Clock Chefchaouen.

Gaze at the impressive zellige mosaics, carved stucco and painted cedarwood at Marrakesh’s serene 4 Bahia Palace.

Get all steamed up, scrubbed and polished at the ancient hammam at 5 Riad Laaroussa in Fez.









ATLANTIC BEACH LIFE

With almost 2500km of Atlantic coastline, Morocco has no end of beaches and breaks for those wanting to ride the waves or soar above them. Surfing is best from September to March. Tranquil lagoons, national parks and wetlands make the coastline a drawcard for birdwatching. Boating, fishing and sandboarding are all on offer, too.

Catching Waves

Top of Morocco’s surf spots is Taghazout – try out the world-famous wave at Anchor Point, home to a leg of the World Surf League tour.

[image: jpg]

Kofimage/Shutterstock

Windy City

Ride the famous alizée (coastal winds) in Essaouira, Morocco’s most blustery city, with windsurfing and kitesurfing conditions suitable for beginners and experts alike.

[image: jpg]

Maria Nelasova/Shutterstock

Serene Lagoons & Estuaries

Coastal national parks and a series of lagoon nature reserves between Oualidia and El Jadida are especially good birdwatching spots.


BEST BEACH EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Learn to surf in 1 Taghazout or join a surf and yoga retreat. Further south are remote beaches for more experienced surfers.

Join the Souiris on the wide expanse of beach in 2 Essaouira for a camel ride or a fast-paced soccer game.

Head to far-flung 3 Dakhla for desert, wind and water-sport adventures.

Bring your binoculars to see pink flamingos, rare marsh owls, ospreys and thousands of wading birds at Moulay Bousselham in 4 Merja Zerga National Park.

Savour 5 Oualidia’s famed oysters with a glass of Moroccan gris and add mussels, sea urchins and crabs to your seafood extravaganza.









ROCK THE KASBAH

Built of pisé (rammed earth), kasbahs feature in many towns and in the mountains of Morocco. They were fortresses and palaces, some with commanding views of the valleys. Several have been converted into museums, luxury hotels or restaurants. Don’t miss an opportunity to visit one or stay overnight, to soak up the atmosphere of ancient mountain kingdoms.

[image: jpg]

Kasbah Tioute, Tioute Palmeraie | JoergHoffmann/Shutterstock

Telouet

The formerly glorious El Glaoui fortress, Telouet Kasbah, is crumbling back into the desert, but the 2nd-floor rooms still tell of the prestige of this family at its peak.

Drâa Valley

Of all the mighty kasbahs in this valley, the Kasbah des Caids in Tamnougalt is worth investigating. Or spend the night at the Kasbah Timidarte.


BEST KASBAH EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Tangier’s kasbah is perched at the top of the medina, with views across to Spain. Explore its 1 Kasbah Museum of Mediterranean Cultures.

Make like Jacques Majorelle and set up your easel (or your camera) at Kasbah Tigmi Noufella in the High Atlas or the El Glaoui stronghold 2 Telouet Kasbah.

Treat yourself to a visit to 3 Kasbah du Toubkal in Imlil for trekking and stupendous vistas of the mountains.

Explore the hilltop citadel of 4 Kasbah Tioute, 37km south of Taroudant in the Anti Atlas.

Visit the museum inside the kasbah on Chefchaouen’s 5 Plaza Uta El Hammam to see costumes of local tribes and gorgeous silver jewellery. Climb the tower for views of the blue town.









MOUNTAINS ON FOOT

With major mountain ranges, Morocco is superb trekking and walking country. Africa’s second-highest mountain, Toubkal in the High Atlas, might tempt you, or the lonely lunar landscapes of the Jebel Saghro that guard the Sahara. Further north, the Rif and the Middle Atlas have gentler slopes and forests of cedar trees. Discover villages full of Amazigh culture, traditions and architecture, and occasionally nomads living in Bedouin tents and caves.

[image: jpg]

Hiking, Toubkal | Filmmakervous/Shutterstock

Toubkal Circuit

On this week-long circuit in the High Atlas, visit remote villages for a taste of local culture and sweeping views, before ascending Jebel Toubkal.
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Alberto Loyo/Shutterstock

Ifrane National Park

Take an easy hiking trail through magnificent mountains, cedar forests with monkeys and birds, and Amazigh villages in the little-known Middle Atlas.

[image: jpg]

Ekaterina Pokrovsky/Shutterstock

Jebel Saghro

Starkly beautiful desert trails are well off popular travel routes and accessible in winter when the High Atlas are snowed under.



BEST MOUNTAIN EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Test your mountain climbing skills on 1 Toubkal’s two-day summit hike. At 4167m, it’s Morocco’s loftiest peak.

Set off on a gentle, guided walk around 2 Amizmiz in the High Atlas, connecting with resident families along the way.

Hike in 3 Talassemtane National Park around Chefchaouen to view weird geological formations and swim in chilly mountain streams.

Trek around 4 Jebel Lkest in the lesser-known Anti Atlas, with its peaks and gorges and lush valleys.

Walk through the cedars of 5 Ifrane National Park to see Barbary macaques, followed by lunch with a family in the mountain village of Ain Leuh.









DISCOVER AMAZIGH CULTURE

The original tribes of North Africa, the Amazigh – formerly known as Berber – people, have a distinct culture, from languages to art, costumes to music. The Imazighen of the north are largely sedentary, while the Tuaregs to the south are often nomadic. It’s worth searching out some of the excellent museums that present their traditional lifestyles and cultural artefacts.

[image: jpg]

Women in traditional Amazigh clothing, Rose Festival, Kalaat M’Gouna | terry137/Shutterstock

Musée Pierre Bergé des Arts Berbères

This superb museum in Marrakesh’s Jardin Majorelle showcases a rich panorama of Amazigh art, textiles and jewellery.

[image: jpg]

Del Boy/Shutterstock

La Maison Traditionnelle Museum

Scenically positioned in Oumesnate in the Ameln Valley near Tafraoute, this ancient, three-storey house is a museum of daily life.

[image: jpg]

Prisma by Dukas Presseagentur GmbH/Alamy

Ecomusée Berbère

Everyday life is shown through displays and short documentaries in the restored ksar (fortified village) of Tafza in the Ourika Valley.



BEST AMAZIGH EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

The 1 Musée Tiskiwin in Marrakesh showcases Amazigh and Tuareg culture along the caravan routes from Timbuktu to Marrakesh, featuring leatherwork, jewellery, tents and textiles.

For the best examples of Amazigh jewellery, search out shops in Taroudant, Tafraoute and 2 Tiznit.

Catch some Amazigh music at a village moussem (festival) – 3 Imilchil in the High Atlas is good for this – or download some ahidous songs.

Look for Amazigh designs woven into carpets, or visit the Afous Gafous cooperative at 4 Lamdint.

Delve into Alice Morrison’s Walking with Nomads, about her adventures with Tuareg nomads in the 5 Drâa Valley.









FEEL THE MUSIC

Every step in Morocco is set to a background beat – from the muezzin’s call to hibhub (hip-hop) and rap. Traditional Amazigh music can be heard at moussems, when the whole village dances and sings, Sufi brotherhoods perform at lilas (spiritual jam sessions), while in the cities there is a strong classical tradition from Andalusian Spain and the east.

[image: jpg]

Gnaoua & World Music Festival, Essaouira | Jalal Morchidi/Epa-Efe//Shutterstock

Fez Festival of World Sacred Music

Held every May or June since 1992, this premier nine-day festival showcases musicians of every faith from all over the world.

Gnaoua & World Music Festival

Head to Essaouira in late June for Gnaoua, the joyously bluesy music with a rhythm you can’t refuse. Concerts are free of charge.


BEST MUSIC EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Catch Sufi nights at the 1 Fez Festival of World Sacred Music each May or June, featuring different Sufi groups each evening.

Swing into nine days, four stages and local and international stars at Casablanca’s 2 Jazzablanca festival in June.

Bliss out to the rhythms of world music beneath Saharan stars at M’Hamid El Ghizlane’s 3 Festival International des Nomades in November.

Enjoy Sunday Sunset Concerts at 4 Cafe Clock in Fez, which feature local bands to get you clapping along.

Head to venues across Tangier that come alive in September with the city’s 5 Tanjazz, three days of prominent acts and late-night jam sessions.









INTO THE SAHARA

A chance to experience the silence of the Sahara and the spectacular splendour of the night skies shouldn’t be missed. Ride a camel, sandboard down a dune, try glamping at a luxurious tented camp, or stay in a kasbah hotel and taste a slice of desert life. Camel treks over a few days are an exciting option.

Erg Chebbi

The rose-gold dunes of Erg Chebbi extend 28km from north to south and turn stunning shades of orange, pink and purple as the sun sets.

Erg Chigaga

For the largest sand sea in Morocco, you’ll need a 4WD (or a camel) to travel 56km southwest of M’Hamid to Erg Chigaga.

[image: jpg]

Yongyut Kumsri/Shutterstock

Desert Wildlife

Keep an eye out for the shy nocturnal fennec (desert fox), the tiny jerboa with its kangaroo-like hops and the well-camouflaged sand cat.

[image: jpg]

Inu/Shutterstock


BEST DESERT EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Check out 1 Maison Merzouga for two-day excursions into the Sahara with camels.

Follow gnaoua beats at the village of 2 Khamlia on the edge of the Erg Chebbi dunes. Inhabitants are descendants of sub-Saharan enslaved people.

Scramble to the top of a sky-high dune in 3 Erg Chigaga to enjoy spectacular stargazing far from the nearest street lights.

Stay at Nick and Bobo’s remote 4 Erg Chigaga Luxury Desert Camp for an experience of true Saharan opulence.

Ready yourself for the 5 Marathon des Sables, an ultra-marathon of 250km over seven days. It’s the world’s longest and toughest desert race.









CUISINE PAR EXCELLENCE

The subtle use of spices such as cumin, coriander and cinnamon, alongside a love of fresh produce, makes Moroccan cooking some of the world’s best. You’ll notice a flavour of something very different, imparted by orange-flower water, almonds, saffron and preserved lemon that just lifts every dish beyond the everyday. Cook a tajine, break open a bastilla, or savour a gazelle’s horn with mint tea to grasp this fine-tasting cuisine.

[image: jpg]

Baker preparing madfouna | Chris Griffiths/Getty Images

Tajine Lore

The conical lid of Morocco’s earthenware tajine (pictured) is designed so that flavours are enhanced and food doesn’t dry out. Use it on the stove top or over coals.

[image: jpg]

UladzimirZuyeu/Shutterstock

Flavour Combos

Beef with prunes and almonds (pictured), chicken with olives and preserved lemon, sugar and cinnamon sprinkled on pigeon bastilla: it’s all about a melange of flavours.

[image: jpg]

Ilya Titov/Shutterstock

Wines

Morocco produces some very quaffable wines around Meknes and Rabat. Look out for the signature gris, a light Provence-style wine with a pale-pink blush.



BEST FOOD EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Hop between the food stalls at 1 Djemaa El Fna sampling snails, grills, fried fish and tanjia (meat stew).

Munch on 2 Rissani’s famous madfouna – bread stuffed with meat and spices and baked in a fire pit in Saharan sands.

Learn how to cook with Moroccan spices at 3 Faim d’Epices, a farm outside Marrakesh.

Lunch on silvery sardines fresh from the sea, grilled before your eyes in 4 Agadir.

Indulge in a lazy lunch round the pool at 5 Dar El Mandar as you gaze across to the Middle Atlas Mountains.









ADRENALINE-PUMPING ADVENTURE

Thanks to all those mountain ranges and such a long coastline, it’s not surprising that opportunities for adventure sports abound in Morocco. Whatever your fancy, you’ll find a tour operator to provide assistance for activities such as mountain biking in the Atlas, paragliding in Dakhla, kitesurfing in Essaouira, hiking in the Rif Mountains or climbing a multipitch route in Todra Gorge.

[image: jpg]

Mountain biking, Atlas Mountains | Francois Seuret/shutterstockk

Rock Climbing

Todra Gorge (pictured) is a paradise for rock climbers, with more than 400 fully bolted routes with single- and multi-pitch options and Morocco’s first via ferrata.
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Kitesurfing

Head to Essaouira for kitesurfing lessons and equipment hire.

[image: jpg]

Dan Baciu/shutterstock

Mountain Biking

The High Atlas Mountains provide ideal cycling territory, on a mountain, gravel or e-bike. Conquer challenging trails through lush valleys and majestic mountains.



BEST ADVENTURE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Race down thrilling mountain-bike trails that weave through 1 Toubkal National Park, starting in Imlil.

Hike through stunning mountain vistas and swim in icy pools in 2 Talassemtane National Park near Chefchaouen.

Ride world-class waves at the surf breaks in and around 3 Taghazout.

Enjoy steep peaks and strenuous treks? 4 Jebel Lkest in the Anti Atlas is for you.

Zoom along 5 Agafay trails with Dunes & Desert, marvelling at the breathtaking landscapes.









MOVIE MAGIC

Morocco has a thriving film industry that’s showcased every November at the Marrakech International Film Festival. Moroccan movies feature successfully at major festivals – in 2022 Maryam Touzani’s The Blue Caftan won nine awards, including the Un Certain Regard prize at Cannes. The country also frequently provides locations for international movies and television series.

[image: jpg]

Cinémathèque de Tanger, Tangier | Colinmthompson/shutterstock

Aït Ben Haddou

This stunning ksar (fortified village) northwest of Ouarzazate has featured as a backdrop for movies from Lawrence of Arabia to Gladiator and more.

Location, Location, Location

Films and TV shows are often shot in Morocco. Orson Welles chose Essaouira for his Othello in 1952; 60 years later it became Astapor in Game of Thrones.


BEST MOVIE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Pay a visit to Cinéma Rif in Tangier opened in 1938. Now restored and home to the 1 Cinémathèque de Tanger, its cafe is a community centre.

Step back in time at the 2 Rialto or the Ciné-Théâtre Lutetia in Casablanca, glorious 1930s buildings that still function as cinemas.

Watch open-air movies on Djemaa El Fna and meet the stars at the 3 Marrakech International Film Festival.

Catch a movie at the Pierre Bergé Auditorium at the 4 Musée Yves Saint Laurent Marrakech.

Strike a pose on the 5 Skala du Port ramparts in Essaouira and imagine yourself in the Astapor of Game of Thrones.









ON THE ART TRAIL

Morocco is an artists’ paradise and you’ll find works all around you. Big, bold street art stares out from Casablanca buildings, Marrakesh and Tangier have dozens of art galleries to explore, while artisanal crafts can be found in Tetouan, Fez, Sefrou and beyond. Seek out photographic exhibitions, or learn how to capture the remarkable architecture, scour the High Atlas mountains for Amazigh jewellery and textiles, or take a course in wood painting or zellige making.

African Art on Display

If you’re in Marrakesh in early February, don’t miss the exciting 1-54 Contemporary African Art Fair (pictured), held at La Mamounia, DaDa and across the city.
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Marat Yakhin/Alamy

Contemporary Art Scene

Visit the Musée Mohammed VI d’Art Moderne et Contemporain in Rabat for an in-depth look at the art scene in Morocco.
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Mitzo/shutterstock

Art Deco Glamour

Explore the wrought-iron curlicues and plaster details of the Art Deco architecture of Casablanca with Casamémoire, architects working to conserve these beautiful buildings.


BEST ART EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Gain deep sociological insight and engage personally with artisans across Morocco on a 1 Culture Vultures tour.

Learn about traditional crafts and try them yourself on the Marrakesh Artisan Day with 2 Moroccan Food Adventures.

Watch young Moroccans develop time-honoured artisanal skills at Tetouan’s 3 Royal Artisan School, before visiting the Centro de Arte Moderno de Tetouan.

Make your own souvenir – learn traditional zwaq painting techniques on a tray or tile at 4 Fonoun Zawya Arts & Crafts Cultural Center in Marrakesh.

Women artisans at 5 The Anou in Fez will teach you how to spin raw wool, dye it with traditional plants and weave your own rug.








REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Into the Desert: Marrakesh to Merzouga

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days Distance: 564km


This exciting journey takes you from vibrant Marrakesh to the Saharan town of Merzouga. En route you'll have the imposing High Atlas Mountains on your left and the remote reaches of Jebel Saghro on your right. Along the way, explore the oasis towns along the Dadès river with their extensive palm groves.


[image: jpg]

1
Marrakesh [image: ] 2 days

Touch down in Marrakesh, where you’ll find sublime monuments, souqs for shopping and numerous museums. Join in the fun on Djemaa El Fna for dinner and entertainment (pictured). Take a taxi to the Ville Nouvelle to visit the serene Jardin Majorelle and the Yves Saint Laurent Museum, browse art galleries and chic boutiques.

[image: ] Detour: Take a sidecar trip to the stony desert of Agafay. [image: ] 6 hours
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Michael Heffernan/Lonely Planet

2
Skoura [image: ] 1 day

Leave Marrakesh and head into the High Atlas Mountains over the spectacular Tizi N’Tichka pass. You’ll see Amazigh villages and kasbahs all along the road – look out for a village souq. In the oasis town of Skoura (pictured), go for a walk in the shady palm groves where families grow vegetables.

[image: ] Detour: Explore the fortified village of Aït Ben Haddou, a World Heritage Site, on the way. [image: ] 1 hour
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3
Kalaat M'Gouna [image: ] ½ day

Stop off at pretty Kalaat M’Gouna to pick up rose-scented soap and rosewater. If you're here in the first half of May, you'll see pink Damask roses (pictured) everywhere and maybe even catch the Roses Festival. The town is also famous for its curved, silver daggers.

[image: jpg]

Abdou Faiz/Shutterstock


4
Dadès Gorge [image: ] ½ day

Take the winding road through this beautiful gorge (pictured), just north of the town of Boumalne Dadès. It's a great region for a walk along mule tracks, spotting kasbahs and bizarre rock formations known as Pattes des Singes (monkey feet).
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Fotosearch/Getty Images

5
Todra Gorge [image: ] 1 day

The spectacular red Todra Gorge (pictured) outside Tinerhir is Morocco's best rock-climbing spot, and the country's first via ferrata makes it a great place to learn. Saunter along the river at the bottom of the gorge.
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Cristian M Balate/Shutterstock

6
Merzouga [image: ] 2 days

Once in Merzouga, ride a camel to your desert camp in time for sunset over the dunes (pictured). Dinner is around the campfire with music and drumming. The night sky in the Sahara is stupendous – look for shooting stars.

[image: ] Detour: Spend your second day visiting the desert village of Khamlia. [image: ] 1 hour
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ITINERARIES

Northern Morocco

[image: jpg]

Allow: 5 days Distance: 356km


After a day in the vibrant city of Tangier, cross the dramatic Rif Mountains. The route touches the Mediterranean coast before turning inland to Tetouan and on to lovely blue Chefchaouen. Descend into verdant hills to visit the Roman site of Volubilis and eventually the city of Meknes.


[image: jpg]
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Chefchaouen | Bruno M Photographie/Shutterstock

1
Tangier [image: ] 1 day

Start in the kasbah in Tangier, home to the Museum of Mediterranean Cultures with its Sultan's Gardens and wend your way down the steep medina, stopping off at the atmospheric Petit Socco for coffee. Have lunch at the Restaurant Populaire Saveur de Poisson before exploring the art galleries in the Ville Nouvelle and taking a beachfront stroll.

[image: ] Detour: Take the coast road from Tangier to Tetouan for Mediterranean vistas. [image: ] 2½-hours

[image: jpg]

arkanto/Shutterstock,

2
Tetouan [image: ] 1 day

Get off the beaten path and visit this pretty white town (pictured) with a serious arty vibe and a dash of Spanish flavour. Visit the quirky Dar Oddi for a slice of local life, watch student artisans learning their crafts at the Royal Artisanal School and see some Volubilis mosaics at the Archaeological Museum. The Centro de Arte Moderno is housed in the splendid, crenellated old Spanish train station. The medina is home to a handful of places to stay.

3
Oued Laou [image: ] ½ day

Follow the beautiful coast road between forest and sea to the sleepy fishing village of Oued Laou – though it explodes with Moroccan sunseekers in July and August. Take a swim, stroll the boardwalk and stop off at rustic cafe for fish straight off the boat.


4
Chefchaouen [image: ] 1 day

Turn inland to follow the Chefchaouen River through forest and up mountains to Morocco's prettiest (and very crowded) town, Chefchaouen. Early morning is best for photographing its blue streets. Visit the kasbah on the main square, then sit in a pavement cafe, gazing at the unusual octagonal minaret and doing a spot of people-watching. Walk up to the Spanish mosque for sunset.

[image: ] Detour: Take a walk in Talassemtane National Park and swim in the icy river at Akchour. [image: ] 6 hours

5
Volubilis [image: ] ½ day

Imagine you're King Juba of Volubilis surveying your domain across fields of wheat and olive trees from your Roman outpost. Explore this World Heritage Site with its small museum, remains of a forum and impressive houses with mosaic floors, central heating, communal baths and olive presses.

[image: ] Detour: The pilgrimage town of Moulay Idriss Zerhoun stretches across two hills above Volubilis and is famous for its olive oil. Climb to the green, cylindrical minaret, then have kefta (meatballs) for lunch on the square. [image: ] 2 hours

6
Meknes [image: ] 1 day

Spend a day exploring the newly revamped monuments of the Meknes medina, a small imperial city that's easier to navigate than nearby Fez. The city wall and marvellous gate are impressive, while the ancient granaries and stables just outside the medina are remarkable.







ITINERARIES

Fez & the Middle Atlas

[image: jpg]

Allow: 4 days Distance: 151km


Spend a day or two exploring the tiny alleyways of the Fez medina with its artisans, produce markets and magnificent monuments. Then head out into the Middle Atlas Mountains to small towns and villages to experience local life. Everyone congregates at the huge weekly markets in Guigou and Azrou to buy, sell and catch up with neighbours.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Fez medina | Lizavetta/Shutterstock

1
Fez [image: ] 2 days

In the spiritual capital, Fez, take a tour to see the Kairaouine Mosque, the Bou Inania and Attarine medersas (religious schools) and the tanneries. Explore the old Jewish quarter with its synagogue and cemetery. Taste local honey, visit the community oven and sample street food on a food tour.

[image: jpg]

Migel/Shutterstock

2
Sefrou [image: ] ½ day

Set in the foothills of the Middle Atlas, Sefrou has an interesting medina with restored fanadiq (ancient inns) full of artisans, shrines (pictured) and a fascinating Jewish history. Pop into the Sefrou Museum of Multiculturalism to see how Arab, Amazigh and Jewish cultures meld here.

[image: ] Detour: Stop off in the tiny mountainside village of Bhalil to discover people living in caves, or who have caves incorporated into their houses. [image: ] 1 hour

[image: jpg]

Mounir Taha/Shutterstock


3
Guigou [image: ] ½ day

An hour beyond Sefrou, through remote countryside, lies the village of Guigou. Go early on a Sunday to visit the large weekly souq, where you'll see farmers test driving donkeys, checking the virility of rams and looking over flocks of sheep. After breakfast of tea and freshly cooked msemen (flatbread), check out the produce market and the weavers down from the mountains.

[image: ] Detour: Visit the rug cooperative at Ait Hamza as you drive through, where the women will show you how they work and serve you a homemade lunch. [image: ] [image: ] 2 hours

[image: jpg]

Doug McKinlay/Shutterstock

4
Azrou [image: ] 1 day

End the journey in the bustling Amazigh town of Azrou – aim for a Tuesday, when it's market day (pictured). This is the perfect place to indulge in carpet shopping in the rug stores around the main square. Seek out the region’s famous trout, caught in nearby mountain streams, for lunch.

[image: ] Detour: Azrou is almost completely surrounded by Ifrane National Park, with excellent walking through cedar forests where you're bound to see Barbary macaques.

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

Sidi Kaouki to Casablanca

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days Distance: 478km


This exciting route takes in some of Morocco’s beautiful Atlantic beaches – some for surfing, some for swimming, some for walking – and sleepy small towns with peaceful lagoons full of migrating birds, ending in the fast-paced economic hub of Casablanca with its magnificent mosque, half sitting in the sea.
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Sidi Kaouki beach | Watch The World/Shutterstock

1
Sidi Kaouki [image: ] 1 day

Start in Sidi Kaouki, a laid-back little surfing spot with a handful of places to stay. You can hire surfing paraphernalia here, ride camels along the sand, explore the saint's shrine built on a rock at the edge of the sea and enjoy drinks on the roof terrace of your beach accommodation as the sun sets.

2
Essaouira [image: ] 2 days

Spend a couple of days exploring this delightful medina on the sea. Essaouira has Portuguese ramparts, a lively medina with an arty vibe, significant Jewish history with a museum to visit and excellent seafood restaurants. The beach is perfect for a bracing walk. Learn to surf, or try out kitesurfing in the alizée winds.

3
Safi [image: ] ½ day

Safi is famous for its pottery. Visit the National Museum of Ceramics or one of the pottery factories. The fortified, Portuguese-built medina makes for an atmospheric stroll, largely devoid of tourists.


4
Oualidia [image: ] 1 day

Take the coast road (R301) to Oualidia with its lovely beaches on the lagoon. It's a tranquil place – until crowds descend in summer. Take a flouka (small boat) for a ride on the lagoon, past the palace and further along for birdwatching. In season, you'll see egrets, cormorants (pictured) and pink flamingos. There are several restaurants for fresh seafood – oysters are the local speciality.

[image: jpg]

tony mills/Shutterstock

5
El Jadida [image: ] ½ day

Continue on the coast road to El Jadida. This town's UNESCO-protected, 16th-century Cité Portugaise (pictured) offers views of the Atlantic Ocean and an old city skyline dotted with minarets, church steeples and a synagogue. It's a lovely place to stop to stretch your legs while journeying along the coast.

[image: ] Detour: Stop off at Azemmour on the way to Casablanca. The small town has long attracted artists who enjoy its light. [image: ] 1 hour
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Mikadun/Shutterstock

6
Casablanca [image: ] 2 days

End this journey in the exciting city of Casablanca. Take a tour of the old medina and Art Deco area with its fine buildings, synagogues, hotels and market. The trendy quartier of Gauthier is where you'll find the latest restaurants and art galleries. Don't miss a tour of the Hassan II Mosque (pictured).

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

Into the High Atlas

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days Distance: 240km


This itinerary is one of striking contrasts. It climbs steadily into the green foothills of the majestic High Atlas, stopping in attractive Amazigh villages where you can stay in country lodges or ridge-top kasbahs. Finish in Imlil, the mountain village where treks into the Toubkal National Park begin.


[image: jpg]
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Cascades d’Ouzoud | AlbertoLoyo/Getty Images

1
Marrakesh Palmeraie [image: ] 1 day

Head out to these beautiful lush gardens (pictured) surrounding two large art museums: Musée de la Palmeraie and Musée Farid Belkahia in the palm-studded greenery northeast of Marrakesh. Don't miss the remarkable Water Museum. If you like cacti, make for Cactus Thiemann, the largest cactus plantation in Africa, with more than 150 varieties.

[image: jpg]

celiachen/Shutterstock

2
Agafay [image: ] 1 day

Choose one of the luxurious tented camps (pictured) in the Agafay region to gaze at vistas across the lunar landscape of the stony desert to the snow-covered High Atlas. Ride a camel or take a hair-raising jaunt up and down hills and along dry riverbeds on a quad bike, dune buggy or monster Jeep. Enjoy romantic candlelit dinners followed by stargazing in deep-blue night skies.
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Leo Cressant/Shutterstock

3
Ourika [image: ] 1 day

Escape the heat of summer in Ourika Valley (pictured), which is green and lush, with garden settings for country lodges to visit for the day or stay overnight. It gets busy, but seek out excellent mountain walks to villages, saffron farms and salt pans. It's a strenuous climb up to the Setti Fatma waterfalls for a picnic, or there's gentle cycling for beginners.

[image: jpg]

Craig Pershouse/Getty Images


4
Oukaimeden [image: ] 1 day

Hire ski gear at Oukaimeden, and take the ski lift (pictured) to the highest ski slope in Africa. It's a modest ski resort with about 10km of runs for all abilities. Out of winter season, it's a great place to begin a hike or, if you're extra fit, try the Marathon de l'Atlas (atlas-marathon.com), a high-altitude, 42km trail.
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chekilino85/Shutterstock

5
Ouirgane [image: ] 1 day

Drive the twisty mountain roads to the Ouirgane Valley with its evergreen forests, farms and terraces, the air redolent with thyme and rosemary. Browse the Wednesday souq and savour lunch at the lake (pictured). Try horse riding, mountain biking or river rafting for more action.

[image: jpg]

RedonePhotographer/Shutterstock

6
Imlil [image: ] 2 days

Hire a guide from the Bureau des Guides in trek-centred Imlil (pictured) to hike in Toubkal National Park: choose a one-day or multiday trip, or summit Jebel Toubkal, North Africa’s highest peak, over a strenuous two-day hike. Go horse or mule riding, or mountain biking. After all that action, pamper yourself at Kasbah du Toubkal.

[image: jpg]

Ryzhkov Oleksandr/Shutterstock







ITINERARIES

Mountains & Beaches

[image: jpg]

Allow: 5 days Distance: 450km


Get some action on this journey in southern Morocco, with surfing or yoga in Taghazout, cycling around the lovely town of Taroudant and mountain walks and climbing in scenic mountains. Seek out silver jewellery in Tiznit before a welcome dose of beach life at Mirleft.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Taghazout beach | Patrice Schwarz/500px

1
Taghazout [image: ] 1 day

Touch down in the seaside city of Agadir, with its beautiful curve of wide sandy beach. Head straight up the coast to the town of Taghazout to catch some gnarly surf – Anchor Point is world-class – followed by some deep-stretch yoga (pictured). End the day on a rooftop as the sun goes down over the ocean.

[image: jpg]

AscentXmedia/getty images

2
Taroudant [image: ] 1 day

The beautiful city of Taroudant is known as 'Little Marrakesh' and is a joy to explore, with well-preserved medina walls, souq (pictured) nine gates and 130 towers. Take a bike ride or a calèche (horse-drawn carriage) around the pink ramparts.

[image: ] Detour: Take a trip south into the Anti Atlas to the Tioute Palmeraie for a walk through palm groves up to the kasbah. [image: ] [image: ] 3 hours
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Tupungato/Shutterstock

3
Tagdicht [image: ] 1 day

Drive south from Taroudant through mountain villages to Tagdicht for a day of hiking the steep peaks of the Anti Atlas Mountains. Here you'll find a little-visited region with the 'amethyst mountain' of Jebel Lkest (pictured) reaching 2359m. The quartzite ridge is home to Amazigh farmers growing almonds, wheat, olives and figs. The village of Tagdicht is the launchpad for a day ascent of the mountain.
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Abdellah Oubih/Shutterstock


4
Painted Rocks [image: ] ½ day

Drive through the picturesque mountain villages of the Ameln Valley to the town of Tafraoute. Hire bikes here to pedal your way through this nature lover's paradise to the Painted Rocks (pictured). A Belgian artist painted the giant granite boulders in 1984 as a gift for his wife. Return to Tafraoute and your car, and continue on to Tiznit.
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Simon Urwin/Lonely Planet

5
Tiznit [image: ] ½ day

The substantial town of Tiznit has long been a place of study for imams from all over Morocco and the Sahel. Look out for the poles sticking out from the mosque's minaret, like those in Timbuktu. Once home to many Jewish silversmiths, this is the place to shop for antique silver jewellery (pictured) in the medina.
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Arganahf/Shutterstock

6
Mirleft [image: ] 1 day

Head towards the sea today, turning south at Gourizim to follow the scenic coastal road to Mirleft (pictured). This laid-back fishing town offers quiet waves for winter surfers and plenty of coves and wide sandy beaches for a seaside break. You can also try out paragliding from the cliffs. Watch the sunset through the natural arch at Plage de Legzira.
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WHEN TO GO

April, May, September and October are the premier months in Morocco, but every season offers something special.


With the country's topographical diversity, it's wise to consider where you'll be: inland regions are scorching in July and August and cool from November to February, but have balmy spring and autumn weather. The mountains have cold, snowy winters (November to February), but are pleasantly warm the rest of the year. Coastal regions are temperate, with less fluctuation in temperature. Winter nights in the desert are very cold and July/August is best avoided because of the heat. The rest of the year, daytime Sahara temperatures are a few degrees warmer than Fez and Marrakesh.

Keep an Eye on Holidays

Accommodation prices rise when Europeans head to Morocco for major holidays such as Easter, All Saints (end of October), Christmas and New Year. Travelling during Ramadan gives an exciting insight into local culture, but Eid Al Adha is the biggest Moroccan holiday, when many businesses close for up to five days (dates for both change annually).

[image: jpg]

Kitesurfing, Essaouira beach | Szymon Barylski/Shutterstock


I LIVE HERE

CHILLING ON THE COAST

Abdeslam Mouden is founder of the Association of Tourist Guides of Chefchaouen and a pioneer in developing ecotourism. @dar.meziana

At the end of each January I escape the cold of the Rif Mountains and take my family to Asilah on the coast. I love it because we spent our honeymoon there. I can take the kids to ancient places like megalithic Mzoura and the Phoenician city of Lixus. On the way, we visit the holy site of Moulay Abdeslam’s shrine. Best of all, we enjoy fresh fish straight from the ocean.




BLOWN AWAY

Morocco’s windiest town is Essaouira, where the alizée wind off the Atlantic Ocean whips through the medina streets and along the beach, making it the perfect spot for kitesurfing, particularly in July and August.




LAND OF SUNSHINE – & SNOW

You know there must be plenty of sunshine in Morocco when the world's largest solar-power plant is located in Ouarzazate. But there's also snow on the mountains in winter – enough for a bit of skiing.

Music Festivals


Fez Festival of World Sacred Music A celebration of spiritual music from all over the world – from US gospel to whirling dervishes, Mongolian chant, Senegalese kora and big names like Sami Yusuf, Youssou N'Dour and Patti Smith. The Fez Forum debates spiritual subjects and Sufi brotherhoods give late-night concerts. [image: ] May/June

Gnaoua & World Music Festival The best mâalems (masters) of gnaoua and other Sufi traditions play at this Essaouira festival, alongside world music greats like Tinariwen, Ismaël Lô and Oumou Sangaré. Concerts are free. [image: ] June

Jazzablanca Casablanca's music event offers local and international artists and includes pop, funk and soul. Stars such as Ibrahim Maalouf, Ben Harper and Gilberto Gil have appeared. [image: ] July

Tanjazz Tangier rocks for four days. Expect local and international stars in the streets, concert halls and intimate venues. [image: ] September

Local & Quirkier Festivals


Rose Festival Held during the rose harvest in Kalaat M'Gouna, as the petals are distilled to make rose otto, the world's most expensive essential oil, and rosewater. Children sell rose garlands and the rose queen is crowned. [image: ] Mid-May

Cherry Festival Indulge in the delicious red globes being harvested in Sefrou, where there's a fair, a traditional tbourida (cavalry charge) and the cherry queen might wave at you. [image: ] June

Festival du Safran Taliouine celebrates the saffron harvest with traditional ahouach (Amazigh music, song and dance). [image: ] October/November

Festival of Sufi Culture This Fez festival is a week-long series of workshops and debates (in French) and Sufi music from across the Islamic world. [image: ] October


I LIVE HERE

WINTER WAVES

Born and based in Rabat, pro surfer Redouane Regragui migrates south for winter waves. @redouaneregragui

I spent my childhood at the beach, loving the feeling of joy that comes when riding waves. I watched videos of pro surfers at Anchor Point, dreaming of surfing it myself. My first experience there was special. The quality of the wave, its shape and backdrop. The Taghazout vibe, the surf, the mountains – I saw my first tree-climbing goats and listened to the Amazigh language, curious to know more about their culture.
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Rose Festival, Kalaat M’Gouna | Lottie Davies/Lonely Planet

HOT, HOT, HOT

July and August temperatures in Fez and Marrakesh can reach 45°C, meaning it's uncomfortably hot. In the Sahara, it's too hot by day (at least 42°C) for camels to work and most desert hotels and camps close.

Weather through the Year (Marrakesh)

[image: ]

JANUARY

Average daytime max: 19°C

Days of rainfall: 3

[image: ]

FEBRUARY

Average daytime max: 20°C

Days of rainfall: 3

[image: ]

MARCH

Average daytime max: 23°C

Days of rainfall: 3

[image: ]

APRIL

Average daytime max: 25°C

Days of rainfall: 2

[image: ]

MAY

Average daytime max: 29°C

Days of rainfall: 1

[image: ]

JUNE

Average daytime max: 33°C

Days of rainfall: 0

[image: ]

JULY

Average daytime max: 37°C

Days of rainfall: 0

[image: ]

AUGUST

Average daytime max: 37°C

Days of rainfall: 0

[image: ]

SEPTEMBER

Average daytime max: 33°C

Days of rainfall: 1

[image: ]

OCTOBER

Average daytime max: 28°C

Days of rainfall: 1

[image: ]

NOVEMBER

Average daytime max: 23°C

Days of rainfall: 3

[image: ]

DECEMBER

Average daytime max: 20°C

Days of rainfall: 3





GET PREPARED
FOR MOROCCO

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.


[image: jpg]

Meknes medina | Oleh_Slobodeniuk/Getty Images

Clothes

From desert to beaches, snowy mountains to scorching cities, bear in mind where you're going, the time of year and the fact that you'll gain more respect by dressing conservatively.

Layers Bring an extra layer for spring or autumn evenings. Winter nights in the desert or mountains can be very cold. For most beaches, women will feel more comfortable covering up with a T-shirt.

Rainwear Chefchaouen has rain in April, and Fez often has showers in summer and winter, so a waterproof jacket is advisable.

Footwear Medinas are cobbled and some are hilly, so supportive shoes are a must. Bring hiking boots for exploring the mountains.

Headgear A sun hat or cap is essential under the African sun. For mountainous areas and the desert in winter, a warm hat is useful.


Manners

Moroccans spend a lot of time on greetings. Be sure to say hello before asking for anything.

When travelling on a bus or train, locals will offer to share their food. Buy a little extra so you can do the same.

Moroccans love to ply you with food. If you can't eat another morsel, say 'baraka', meaning you have been blessed already.





READ

[image: jpg]

Dreams of Trespass: Tales of a Harem Girlhood (Fatima Mernissi; 1994) Growing up in a harem in Fez in the 1940s.

[image: jpg]

The Country of Others (Leila Slimani; 2020) and Watch Us Dance (2023) First two books of a trilogy depicting Moroccan life, inspired by the author's own family story.

[image: jpg]

The Assembly of the Dead (Saeida Rouass; 2017) Based on the true story of a serial killer in Marrakesh in the early 1900s.

[image: jpg]

Conditional Citizens (Laila Lalami; 2020) Alami explores her own journey from Moroccan immigrant to US citizen and her rights, liberties and protections.




Words

Assalaamu alaykum is how to greet people in Morocco and means 'peace be upon you'. The response is Wa alyakum ssalaam ('and peace be upon you too').

Bssalama/ma'a ssalaam is 'goodbye'.

Hamdullah or hamdullilah means 'thanks be to God', used as a general sense of acceptance of God’s will or in a non-religious sense, an acceptance of the state of reality and gratitude for life.

La bass means 'everything is fine'. As a question, it's like the French 'ça va?' or 'is everything OK?' You can use it as an answer too, as in 'la bass, hamdullah'.

Insha'allah is 'God willing', can be understood as ‘hopefully’. If you don't add this, it won't happen. It's no good saying Nshoofek ghedda ('I'll see you tomorrow') if you don't add 'insha'allah'.

Shukran is 'thank you'. Your right hand placed over your heart makes this even more heartfelt.

'Afak/’afaki/’afakum means 'please', said to male/female/plural.

Eeyeh/la is 'yes' and 'no'. La shukran is 'no, thank you', useful for getting rid of pesky would-be guides or overbearing shopkeepers.

Wakha means 'OK'.

Shweeya is 'just a little'.

Baraka is a blessing you might get from a Sufi saint, and what you say when you've had enough to eat.

Sidi/lalla means Mr/Mrs and is a polite way to address a man/woman if you don't know their name. Men called Mohamed are always addressed by a shortened version, 'Si Mohamed', a special title, as that was the Prophet's name.

Balak might be shouted out in narrow medina streets. It means 'get out of the way', or 'watch out', as donkeys file past.




WATCH

[image: jpg]

Lifestyle pictures/Alamy

The Blue Caftan (Maryam Touzani; 2022; pictured) A woman and her secretly gay husband run a caftan shop in Salé Medina.

Casablanca Beats (Nabil Ayouch; 2021) Street musical where students learn to express themselves through hip-hop culture.

Fragments from Heaven (Adnane Baraka; 2022) A nomad and a scientist search for meteorites.

A Short History of the Moors (Ian Cross; 2015) Netflix documentary on the history and architectural legacy of the Moors.

House in the Fields (Tala Hadid; 2017) Life in an isolated village in the Atlas.




LISTEN

Arabian Heartbreak (Manal; 2024) Singer/songwriter of rap and urban pop. Sang ‘Light Up the Sky’ with three other Arab women at Qatar's FIFA World Cup 2022.

Sigham Olinw (Tasuta N'Imal; 2021) Amazigh desert blues from the Anti Atlas.

Roots & Plugged (Hamid El Kasri; 2022) Gnaoua music from the Sufi master musician.

Bent Erif (Cheb Kader & Abdelmoula; 2021) Touches of rock and reggae infiltrate Morocco's beloved rai music.







TRIP PLANNER

RELIGION IN MOROCCO

Islam has been the main religion in Morocco since the Sunni Umayyad Caliphate conquered North Africa in the late 7th century. Sunni Islam is now the state religion, observed by 99% of the country. The remaining 1% are made up of Shi’as, Christians, Jews and followers of the Baha’i faith.
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Ben Youssef Medersa, Marrakesh | Andrzej Lisowski Travel/Shutterstock

Moroccan Islam

Most Moroccans have grown up following the Sunni Maliki madhab (school of theology) founded by the 8th-century theologian from Madinah, Malik Ibn Anas. It’s one of the four major schools of Sunnism and was brought to Morocco by the Umayyads, who adopted it as their state creed. Morocco is also home to many adherents of Sufism, the mystical branch of Islam, and has long been home to great Sufi teachers, including Sheikh Ahmad Tijani and Sidi Bel Abbas.

Moroccan Muslim Festivals

Islamic festivals are dictated by the lunar calendar. The two main Islamic festivals observed in Morocco are the Eids and Ramadan. The first Eid, called Eid al-Mawlid, falls on the 12th of Rabi al-Awwal (Islamic month) and is the birthday of the Prophet Muhammad. Popular with Sufis, on this Eid mosques and zawiyas (Sufi lodges) in important Sufi cities such as Fez and Marrakesh observe supererogatory prayers and dhikr (remembrance) praising and honouring the Prophet. Eid al-Mawlid is not observed by conservative Moroccans.


Ramadan is the month of fasting and is the event that affects travel in Morocco the most because society tends to slow down and working hours are altered. The end of Ramadan marks the three days of Eid al Fitr (locally, Eid as-Saghir), which, along with Eid-al-Adha (Eid al-Kabir), observed on the 10th of Dhu al-Hijjah, are the two most widely celebrated Eids across the globe by Muslims. On these Eids, Moroccans wear their finest clothes, a special prayer is performed and deceased relatives are visited before a day of feasting begins with family and friends. Across the country, markets pop up where children go to spend the money they’ve received and society starts returning to normal working hours.


MOROCCO’S JEWS

Judaism actually predates Islam in Morocco, with Jewish communities established in the area by the 1st century CE, mostly as farmers, metalworkers, dyers, glassblowers and bookbinders. The Merinids established the first official Jewish quarter in Fez around the 13th century as the community flourished at a time when European Jews faced the Inquisition and intense persecution by Christians.

By 1948, there were around 300,000 Jewish Moroccans, but many left after the states of Morocco and modern-day Israel and the Palestinian Territories were founded and today only around 3000 are believed to remain, mostly in Casablanca, which is home to the Museum of Moroccan Judaism.



Visiting Mosques & Zawiyahs

Muslims can visit any of the country's mosques or zawiyas, but only the major ones are open to non-Muslims. When visiting, men and women should use their respective entrances, dress modestly (no shorts or sleeveless tops) and women should cover their heads with a scarf.
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Iftar meal | Fevziie/Shutterstock


RAMADAN IN MOROCCO

• This is the month most non-Muslim travellers are wary of, as society shuts down during the day. However, there is a growing number of Muslim travellers who actively head to Morocco during Ramadan to reap the benefits of a month of intense spirituality and worship.

• During Ramadan, Moroccans will fast from sunrise until sunset and though non-Muslim travellers (and some Muslim travellers, since travellers are exempt from fasting) are not expected to fast, eating in public is frowned upon, especially in conservative, non-touristy regions. As a result, many restaurants close during the day and only reopen for iftar (the meal to break the fast). This is the same for some tourist sights. It is therefore wise to adopt a local schedule; sleep in late and enjoy the nocturnal festivities, when restaurants and coffee shops will stay open far into the night. If you do go out in the day, plan ahead by checking opening hours, pack a lunch and snacks to eat indoors and make the most of the special iftar menus many restaurants and cafes will put on during Ramadan.

• A typical Moroccan iftar menu will include dates, milk and harira (a hearty, tomatoey lentil, chickpea or lamb soup) served with harcha (a fried, buttery bread) and finished with shebbakia (a sweet, coiled pastry).







TRIP PLANNER

HIKING & TREKKING

Morocco is blessed with some of the world's most beautiful mountains, and is a year-round trekking destination. With such a wide variety of mountain ranges, seasons and weather patterns, it makes sense to plan carefully and have up-to-date information at your fingertips to make sure you have a safe and enjoyable trip.
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Hiking, Jebel Toubkal | Ondrej Bucek/Shutterstock

When to Go

SPRING (MARCH-MAY)

The weather is mild and wildflowers bloom. High Atlas trails are clear of snow, but the peaks are still covered. This is the best time to trek in the Rif – the forests are green and slopes are carpeted with flowers.

SUMMER (JUNE-AUGUST)

Peak season, with stable weather and warm temperatures. Set out early morning as lower elevations can get very hot. Book accommodation ahead as it’s a busy season. This time of year is too hot for hiking in the Jebel Saghro and the Anti Atlas.

AUTUMN (SEPTEMBER & OCTOBER)

Cooler but still pleasant, with no snow expected.

WINTER (NOVEMBER-FEBRUARY)

Snow is likely in the High Atlas from November to the end of February. You’ll need to be more experienced to hike now and take equipment such as ice axes and crampons. Consider the Jebel Saghro or Anti Atlas, where there’s no snow.

Hiring a Guide

However much trekking and map-reading experience you have, we strongly recommend hiring a qualified guide. Book a guide de montagne (mountain guide) through the relevant Bureau des Guides for the region. They are well trained, speak the local language, will guide you on cultural nuances and know local people, which will undoubtedly result in invitations for tea and food, and richer experiences of Amazigh life. He or she will also hire a cook if necessary, and a mule and muleteer to carry equipment.


RESPONSIBLE TREKKING TIPS

• Travel with respect for inhabitants and the environment.

• Don’t photograph people before asking your guide if it’s appropriate to take one. It’s often better if he or she takes it for you.

• Keep showers short: drought conditions prevail in Morocco.

• Stick to existing tracks and avoid short cuts to prevent erosion.

• Don’t buy water in plastic bottles; disposal of these bottles is creating a major problem.

• Don’t use detergents or toothpaste in or near watercourses, even if they are biodegradable. For personal washing, use biodegradable soap and wash at least 50m from a watercourse.

• Leave no trace: carry out all your rubbish.



What to Wear

Year-round you'll need strong, well-broken-in walking boots and a waterproof and windproof outer layer. Bring a sunhat, sunglasses and high-factor sunscreen.

In summer, light, baggy cotton trousers and long-sleeved shirts are musts. Because nights can still get cold, even at lowish altitudes, bring a fleece or jumper.

When trekking during winter, always include a warm hat and gloves. Be prepared for very cold weather wherever you walk.

Be aware that remote mountain dwellers remain conservative, so wear shirts or T-shirts with sleeves. Above all, trousers should be worn by all genders rather than shorts.

Equipment

Bring a basic medical kit and water-purification tablets, iodine drops or a mechanical purifier. All water should be treated unless you take it directly from the source.

For trekking above 3000m from November to May, you need experience in winter mountaineering as well as crampons, ice axes and snow shovels, all of which are available to hire.
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Jebel Toubkal in winter | Ryzhkov Oleksandr/Shutterstock


EXTRA SAFETY TIPS

Although the general level of safety in Morocco is stable, there are still a variety of factors that may affect your hiking adventure, and make or break your overall experience.

Aiming high

Climbing to high altitudes may result in altitude sickness. Be sure to acclimatise little by little if you have plans to trek at higher elevations and be mindful of the condition’s symptoms.

Creepy crawlies

Wildlife encounters with the likes of scorpions or snakes may be rare, but are a possibility in some locations. Try learning about local wildlife first so you can avoid them by taking the necessary precautions.

Changeable weather

Keep up with the latest weather conditions before and during the hike. Be ready to adjust plans if necessary.

Tell a friend

Share your itinerary with a friend or family member so they can raise the alarm if you don’t return on time.







HOW TO… Navigate a Medina

When you walk through a medina bab (gate), you're assailed by an almost medieval atmosphere, with crowds milling about narrow lanes and shops so small that the customer stands outside. In produce markets, you'll see camel or sheep heads, stuffed spleen sausages, spices, vegetables and live chickens. Magnificent historic monuments rich in carved wood, stucco and colourful zellige tilework rub shoulders with carts piled high with prickly pears, bunches of mint or oranges. Donkeys and mules carry gas bottles or raw sheepskins destined for tanneries. The only vehicular traffic is the occasional small delivery van and, in Marrakesh, motorbikes. It's a culture shock, but there are tricks to making the most of exploring these fascinating mini-cities.
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Fez medina | Glen Berlin/Shutterstock

Get Acquainted & Get Lost

Download a map of the medina, though a paper map can be useful too. In some covered streets, such as the end of Talaa Kebira in Fez, or deep in Marrakesh's souqs, online maps might not work. Don't worry about getting lost – that's part of the experience. You can always ask the way, and eventually you'll come across a bab and realise where you are.

Five Elements of a Community

When you see the minaret of a mosque, look for the other elements of the community around it. There's always a fountain for ablutions before prayers, a medersa or religious school, the community oven for baking bread and the hammam next to it.

Top Tips

• Wear supportive shoes: streets are cobbled. Fez's medina is hilly and those in Tangier and Chefchaouen are steep.

• Cover up: people are fairly conservative here and you'll gain more respect if your shoulders and knees are covered.

• There are few banks inside the medinas, so withdraw the cash you'll need from an ATM before entering.

• Take advantage of the pavement cafes to rest with a mint tea and watch the world pass by.

• In the larger medinas of Fez and Marrakesh, choose one or two regions to explore in depth rather than trying to see everything in one day.

• Consider hiring a guide: ask your guesthouse to recommend someone they trust.


LOOK UP!

It's true you need to watch your step on the cobbles and perhaps avoid donkeys, cats and men with carts, but don't forget to look up at the buildings' higher reaches.

You might spot some beautifully carved plaster or wood, the intricate mashrabiya (wooden lattice screen) of a medersa (religious school) window, brightly coloured zellige on a minaret or decorative motifs on walls.

Look for a rare shoo-aff, a half-barrel-shaped, pierced wooden box on the wall at the level of the 1st or 2nd floor: people upstairs can look out to check who's knocking at the door and throw down a key.









HOW TO… Visit a Hammam

Dating from a time when people didn’t have bathrooms in their homes, the hammam is still a weekly ritual for many Moroccans. This is where they’ll meet friends for a chat while enjoying a relaxing break from daily life. Here we unravel the different types of hammam and what to expect when you venture inside.
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Hammam tiled interior, Agadir | Dragonzay Photo/Shutterstock

Essentials

If your hammam doesn’t supply these items, buy them from any shop selling herbs and spices.

Soap

Savon beldi is the dark gooey stuff you see at spice merchants. Buy a gloop of it in a plastic bag, or packaged in fancy tubs at shops. It’s made from high-quality, nourishing olive oil and pulp, sometimes infused with eucalyptus or other herbs.

Glove

The kessa is a rough mitten used to scrub your skin, leaving it soft, silky and gleaming.

Clay

Ghassoul comes in silvery-grey shards or a powder. It’s mixed with water or rosewater and used as a clay mask on the skin or hair.

The Ritual

• Undress except for your underwear, and leave everything with the person responsible, or in a locker if provided. Bring a change of underwear.

• Warm up in the steam room: acclimatise to the warmth and humidity.

• Exfoliation A hammam attendant will scrub you using a kessa. This vigorous exfoliation removes dead skin and impurities, leaving your skin feeling soft and rejuvenated. If it’s too rough for you, say bshwiya, meaning slow down. The entire process takes 30 to 45 minutes.

• Soapy wash Post-exfoliation, you’ll experience a thorough, soapy wash with savon beldi.

• Rinsing This warm-water rinse washes away the soap. This step is often followed by a period of relaxation, allowing you to unwind and absorb the experience.

• Optional massage Various treatments might be available.

• Afterwards Take a while to rest, return to normal temperature and prepare for the outside world again. Some hammams offer hairdryers – perfect in cold weather.


WHICH HAMMAM IS FOR YOU?

Traditional neighbourhood hammams can be found all over the medinas (alongside the community oven – it’s this oven that heats the water). They’re also found in villes nouvelles. There are usually separate hours for men and women. You can enter and have a do-it-yourself hammam from around Dh20, or have the attendant do the scrubbing and rinsing from about Dh120. All other treatments are extra.

Spas offer hammam facilities as well as various massage and body treatments. You’ll need a reservation if you want to add the latter.

Riad hammams Some riads have their own hammams and offer body treatments as well. Book in advance.







THE FOOD SCENE

We lift the lid to discover the glorious produce and subtle spicing of one of the world's great cuisines.
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With Arab, Andalucian and African influences, Moroccan cuisine can be surprising. Pierce the fine pastry of a pigeon bastilla, a savoury-sweet pie, and the heady aromas of cinnamon, allspice and ginger are released. This famous dish unexpectedly melds sweet and salty flavours and, with its balance of smooth and crisp textures, shows off what is so special about Moroccan cuisine – meltingly tender meat, fragrant and flavourful ingredients and dramatic presentation. Aromatic spices and herbs, fruit, nuts and olives define the flavours of the national cuisine, enriching couscous (hand-rolled semolina served with slow-simmered meat and vegetables), harira (a tomato-based chickpea soup with parsley and coriander, sometimes with lamb, finished with a squeeze of lemon), fish rolled in a bright mix of fresh herbs before being grilled over the coals, and the famous tajines (delicious stews of meat and vegetables cooked in a conical-lidded pot of the same name). Add khobz, the ubiquitous fluffy white flatbread, delicious street food, decadent pastries and mint tea and you have a taste of what's awaiting you in Morocco.

Mint Tea & Coffee

Moroccans love their atay ba nana – mint tea. Poured from a great height to produce a good froth and served in glasses with a lot of sugar, it's the basis of hospitality everywhere and extremely refreshing. Gunpowder tea is used and the mint is spearmint.

Coffee is usually black and also served with sugar, often with tap water on the side. If you'd like milk, ask for a nus-nus (half coffee and half milk). These days, many city cafes serve cappuccinos and lattes.

Wine & Beer

Morocco produces some excellent wines in the Meknes region and the areas around Casablanca and Rabat. Best known is gris, a light grey-pink wine made from syrah and muscat grapes, or from caladoc, mourvèdre and marselan. It is particularly good for summer drinking. Reds are also very successful, including an AOC wine, Coteaux de l'Atlas, from Celliers de Meknès Château Roslane. This company also produces some good whites and Morocco's only sparkling wine, Perle du Sud. Whites and rosés are generally pleasing, but can suffer from poor distribution and storage on the part of retailers.

Three breweries in Fez, Tangier and Casablanca make beer: Flag Spéciale is the main brand, while Casablanca is a good pilsner.

Most upmarket hotels, riads and restaurants have an alcohol licence, but many places don't serve it, particularly in medinas.

Vegetarian & Vegan Options

Most restaurants serve vegetarian options. Breakfast consists mainly of breads and pancakes served with jam, olives and soft white cheese, yoghurt and eggs. Main meals always start with an array of small dishes of cooked vegetables called 'salads', which are usually all vegetarian. Bissara (fava-bean soup) is vegan, but be careful of harira soup as it sometimes contains small pieces of meat. Vegans might find eating out more difficult, as the concept is not well known. The souqs are full of nuts, dried fruits and olives if you are self-catering.
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BEST COOKING SCHOOLS
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Courtyard Kitchen, Fez | darnamir.com

Cooking classes usually last five to six hours, starting with the buying of ingredients in the souq and ending with lunch.

Cook up a storm at Cafe Clock in either Fez, Marrakesh or Chefchaouen. They also offer patisserie classes.

Courtyard Kitchen in Fez offers a two-day immersion experience, a full-day workshop and tailor-made online courses.

Faim d'Epices provides a fun day on a farm outside Marrakesh learning about spices and cooking up a feast.

Pick vegetables and herbs in organic gardens at La Maison Arabe's school outside Marrakesh.

Blue Door Cuisine in Tangier has half-day courses and a 90-minute experience for those with less time.




Specialities


Street Food

Maâkouda Mashed potato fritters, superb dipped in harissa (chili sauce)

Sfenj Large airy doughnuts sometimes dusted with sugar, tied together with raffia

Sandwich Long bread roll split and filled with griddled onions, tomatoes, olives and chicken or turkey; also good with hot chickpeas and cumin

Snails Cooked in an aromatic broth and pulled out of their shells with toothpicks

Msemen Flatbread fried in oil, often spread with soft white cheese and honey

Beghrir Spongy pancake full of holes

Dare to Try

Tihane Sausage of calves' spleen stuffed with minced beef and spices and roasted

Camel meat Delicious, low-cholesterol meat used in tajines or burgers

Smen Fermented butter used in small quantities to finish a tajine

Khlii Strips of dried meat preserved in fat
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Sweet Treats

Traditional cookies Gazelle's horns stuffed with almond paste, fekkas (a type of crisp biscotti), chebakia (a pretzel soaked in honey), griebha (almond macaroons) and briouates (samosa-like pastries with almond paste and honey)

Honey Dozens of varieties, from euphorbia to lavender; honey is used medicinally and is very important in Islam

Dates Traditionally served with milk at weddings and to welcome guests

Amlou Paste of almonds, argan oil and honey to serve on pancakes for breakfast


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Djemaa El Fna The quintessential street-food scene in Marrakesh, with entertainment thrown in.

Populaire Saveur de Poisson Quaint place in Tangier serving up dish after dish of delectable fresh fish.

La Table de la Plage On a pontoon over the lagoon at La Sultana in Oualidia, this dreamy lunch-time restaurant serves local oysters, shellfish and superb fish.

Scorpion House Lunch on locally sourced, creative salads and treats cooked on the shwaya (charcoal grill), with spectacular views over Moulay Idriss Zerhoun.

Dar Zellij Amazing traditional dishes in quite possibly the most romantic restaurant in Morocco.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

Tajines with delicate baby artichokes (pictured), small broad beans or young peas appear in spring. Alembic stills are for sale in the medina for making flower water from petals, used in baking and cosmetics.
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SUMMER

This most generous season abounds with mulberries, nectarines, peaches, apricots, berries, watermelons, figs and cherries. Aubergines, courgettes, tomatoes and peppers are piled high. Sardines (pictured) are at their best.
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AUTUMN

It's time for warming tajines of meat cooked with quinces or Jerusalem artichokes. Grapes (pictured) and pomegranates are abundant, along with prickly pears, olives, chestnuts and bright-red arbutus fruit.
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WINTER

Ward off the cold with hot gingery tea on Djemaa El Fna. Winter vegetables such as cardoons, turnips and pumpkins add warmth. Oranges (pictured) and clementines fill the souqs.
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Best Moroccan Dishes

COUSCOUS

Hand-rolled semolina with meat and vegetables, traditionally served on Fridays

BASTILLA

Paper-thin pastry encasing delicately spiced pigeon or chicken with almonds

KEFTA TAJINE

Beef meatballs in tomato sauce, served with an egg

TANJIA

Beef and vegetables slow-cooked in an urn in the coals

BISSARA

Dried fava beans, garlic and cumin soup served for breakfast

TRID

Layers of soft pastry stuffed with pigeon or chicken

SARDINES IN CHERMOULA

Fresh sardines marinated in herbs and grilled over coals

GAZELLE'S HORNS

Fine pastries stuffed with almond paste and orange-flower water






HOW TO… Eat in Morocco

Moroccan hospitality is legendary and eating is serious business. Whether you’re partaking in a fancy restaurant, a Moroccan home or a pavement cafe, knowing what to expect will make you feel at home. And don’t feel obliged to eat with your hands – there’s no shame in asking for cutlery.
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First Wash Your Hands

Every meal begins and ends with washing your hands – particularly important if you’re going to be eating with them. The fanciest places have a copper basin and a waiter or your host to pour rose- or orange-blossom-scented water from a jug, then hand you a towel. Even the humblest hole-in-the-wall cafe has a sink in the corner with soap and a stack of paper squares for drying. It’s customary to wash your hands at the end of the meal, too.

Tables & Cutlery

If you’re fortunate enough to be invited to a Moroccan home, or if you eat in a palace-style restaurant serving traditional dishes, you will probably sit on a low banquette with cushions at your back. The table will be low and round. In a home, you might not be given any cutlery, but you can ask for some if you prefer. Restaurants always provide cutlery, but feel free to use your right hand if you want.

Eating With Your Right Hand

Bite-size chunks of bread are used to scoop up morsels of food and carry them to the mouth, and for mopping up sauces. Break off a piece of bread from the round loaf and hold it between your thumb and the first two fingers of your right hand. Use the bread to break off a piece of meat or vegetable and scoop it up. No double-dipping: do not re-use the same piece of bread, but take a new piece for each dip into the dish. Avoid using your left hand during the meal.

Sharing a Dish

If the food is served in a communal dish, eat from the section directly in front of you. The host might push food into your section, but don’t venture away from this section. In many families, couscous is eaten with a spoon.


EATING VOCAB

Here are some words you might hear when eating with Moroccans:

Kool, kool Eat, eat

B’saha Your health, or cheers, as in a toast. The correct response is laaitek saha, meaning ‘I wish you the same’.

Bismillah Bon appétit

Had shshi ldeed bezzef! This is excellent!

Shweeya Just a little

Baraka A blessing – say this when you’re full and can’t eat another thing.







THE OUTDOORS

Impressive mountain ranges, a long coastline, a wealth of national parks and the Sahara desert combine to make Morocco a prime destination for outdoor adventurers.
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Hiking and walking have long been favourite pursuits here, but the list of adventure sports is expanding to include rock climbing, river rafting, paragliding, crack climbing and more. The High Atlas are superb for off-road and mountain biking, and e-bikes are now available to help you up that slope. Along the Atlantic coast are spots that lure surfers to world-class breaks, while from Essaouira southwards, winds are favourable for wind- and kitesurfing. Birdwatchers flock to Morocco for its Ramsar sites on estuaries, wetlands and lagoons.

National Parks

Toubkal National Park is the best-known in Morocco, with its highest peak just waiting to be climbed. This is a hikers’ paradise from spring to autumn, centred on the town of Imlil, from where walking and cycling trails radiate. Where there are mountains, there are valleys, and fertile Ouirgane and Ourika are well trodden. Head instead for the secluded valleys of Zaouiat Ahansal (where you can go river rafting), Aït Bougmez and Aït Bououli.

While the High Atlas is abuzz with hikers, bikers and rock climbers, parks in the north see few visitors beyond July and August. You can drive the circuit route around Tazekka National Park near Taza out of season and not see another soul beyond a soaring Bonelli’s eagle. Created to protect stately cedars, the gently rising hills make it a joy for hiking. Nine walks traverse the park, ranging from an easy 1.4km stroll to a difficult 17.3km trek – some of the trails are suitable for mountain bikes. The Gouffre de Friouato, one of Africa’s most extensive cave systems, is closed for now, but others remain open.

Talassemtane National Park lies near Chefchaouen in the Rif Mountains. It’s a vast area of magnificent ranges, gorges and valleys, carpeted in forests of cedar, cork oak and the firs it was created to protect. Part of UNESCO's Mediterranean Intercontinental Biosphere Reserve, it offers multiple hiking options through Amazigh villages. Day trips to explore Akchour, with its chilly swimming holes and God’s Bridge, a weird geological formation, are popular from Chefchaouen.

Easy hiking trails through majestic mountains, remote Amazigh villages and cedar and oak forests studded with waterfalls and lakes await in little-known Ifrane National Park. You will definitely see Barbary macaques in the forests, while there’s exceptional birdlife in the Ramsar wetland sites.

In the south, Souss-Massa National Park is a spectacular, wild place of cliffs, sand dunes, fertile valleys, coastal steppes and forests. It’s home to rare bird and animal species, including the northern bald ibis and the scimitar-horned oryx. The Souss estuary and Massa lagoon make idea birding spots, and there's superb hiking around Jebel Lkest.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Make like the monkeys and whizz through the trees on a zip line at Atlas Parc Aventure in Ifrane National Park.

Sandboard down the Timlalin Dunes in Tamri village, near Taghazout, where the desert meets the Atlantic.

Ride camels in the stony Agafay or at your desert camp in Merzouga.

Don a wetsuit and learn to surf or kitesurf on the beach at Essaouira.

Follow the hiking trail among the olive trees and family farms on Mt Zalagh, high above Fez.

For watery fun in the sun, head to Oasiria to splash in pools, board the pirate boat and ride the water slides.




BEST SPOTS

For the best outdoor spots and routes, see the map.
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Surfing

Morocco’s most popular surf spot is Taghazout, just north of Agadir. The once-sleepy hippy haven has grown into an international surf and yoga centre. Peak surf season is October to April and there are more than 15 top-notch breaks here, each with their own character. Anchor Point is a world-class right with a long swell, orientated northwest. If you’re lucky, there will be a tubular wave along the tip. For a quieter surf, opt for Panorama, which breaks off and has no rocks. Draculas has rips and rocks, while Boilers offers vertical lips and speed walls. With northwest- and southwest-facing coastlines, there are breaks for all levels.

It's not all about Taghazout, though. Further south is Mirleft, perfect for beginners and intermediates, and Tarfaya, Laayoune and all the way to Dakhla. To the north, families with kids will enjoy Imsouane, where surf is all about the right-hand point break that rolls across the main bay, making it a great spot to learn to surf. Sidi Kaouki, just south of Essaouira, is all section beach breaks – not the best waves, but good for learning.

Essaouira itself has a well-regarded surf school to learn to ride the good beginner waves. Rabat is a top spot to score waves, especially the left-hander by the river mouth.

Cycling & Mountain Biking

With its diverse landscapes and good weather, Morocco is an exciting destination for cycling of all varieties. Roads are well maintained and there’s a huge network of dirt tracks and mountain paths to explore. Tour companies offer easy one-day cross-country excursions or more technical singletrack adventures and multiday trips involving support vehicles and overnight stays. They’ll kit you out with machines suitable for road, gravel, mountain, singletrack or desert, and provide e-bikes as well as helmets. Many offer cycling adventures combined with riding camels, hiking or skiing.

From Marrakesh, you can access all the thrills of the High Atlas Mountains on mountain trails around Toubkal, through Amazigh villages down into verdant valleys, past kasbahs and oases and into Jebel Saghro and the Sahara (fat-tyred bikes are good here).

In Aourir, on the road between Agadir and Taghazout, you can hire bikes and e-bikes for exploring the Anti Atlas and for hopping between one surf spot and the next. E-scooters are a fun option for Souss-Massa National Park.

Urban cycling is becoming more and more popular, with companies in Marrakesh, Taroudant, Agadir and Tangier offering short-term hire, which is great for a ride around city ramparts and even through the cities, where the medina is flat. Watch out for motorists though, who are still unconvinced that cyclists are legitimate road users.

Quad Bikes & Dune Buggies

Riding a quad bike or dune buggy in Morocco can be a thrilling experience. The best region to do this is in the stony desert of Agafay near Marrakesh. We do, however, urge visitors to consider the damage done to natural surroundings by these vehicles. Flora and fauna in the Sahara, on beaches and along mountain trails are crucial components of the local environment and damage to them contributes to increased water run-off, soil erosion, noise and air pollution.
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Adventure Sports

ROCK CLIMBING

Todra Gorge has sheer limestone walls rising 200m, with a surprisingly wide variety of bolted routes and the country's first via ferrata.

ZIP LINING

Zip line among the cedar trees at Atlas Parc Aventure in Ifrane National Park.

SKIING

Oukaimeden in the High Atlas has seven runs totalling 10km, with the highest ski lift in Africa (December to April).

RIVER RAFTING

Try white-water rafting and kayaking at Zaouiat Ahansal in the High Atlas (February to May).

MOUNTAIN BIKING

Expert mountain or gravel bikers will get a thrill in the High Atlas, while beginners prefer the Ouirgane Valley.

WINDSURFING

Novices and free-riders head to Essaouira year-round for great windsurfing off the long, sandy beach.

PARAGLIDING

Fly like a bird over mountains and sea from Nid d'Aigle (Eagle's Nest), just south of Agadir.







HOW TO… Ride a Camel Like a Pro

Loping over undulating dunes on a long-lashed dromedary is the quintessential desert experience, but it’s not always the most comfortable. Here’s how to sit back and enjoy the ride.
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Get on Board

No matter how friendly your camel looks, it’s better to approach it slowly from the side. It will be sitting down when you climb aboard, so make sure you’re holding on tight and your belongings are secure before the camel starts to unfold its long limbs. It stands up with its hind legs first, so lean back and then forward as it lifts its front legs.

Sitting Comfortably?

Straddling your camel might feel more natural, but sitting with one or both legs crossed over the saddle will make for a more comfortable ride, especially on longer journeys – as well as making you look like an expert. While feeling a little saddle sore is part of the fun, it’s worth popping a painkiller before you set off.

Go with the Flow

The cleverly designed camel has broad, flat feet to stop it sinking into the sand and a peculiar gait known as pacing. It moves both legs on one side of its body simultaneously, so try to relax your body and move with the gentle rocking motion rather than against it.

Herding Camels

Camels will ignore any of your attempts to steer them in a particular direction, but they do listen to their owners and will follow their friends in front. Don’t panic if another camel gets up close and personal and starts snuffling around your leg – it’ll soon get back in line.

The Dismount

Wait until the camel sits down, front legs first, then swing a leg to one side of the hump and jump down. Remember to thank your new friend for its service with a gentle pat.

Camel Talk

If you’re camping in the desert you’ll get to listen in on camel communication – a series of grumbles, grunts and hums – late into the night.


WHAT TO WEAR

A hat, sunglasses and sunscreen are a must, a bandana will protect your face in case of a dust storm, and long trousers will help avoid sunburn and chafing. If you have a long – very long – scarf, your guide can show you how to fashion a turban, or shesh.

Don’t underestimate how cold the desert can get at night, especially in December and January. There’ll be no shortage of blankets, but bring a windproof jacket, woolly socks and a beanie for sunrise camel jaunts.




ACTION AREAS

Where to find Morocco’s best outdoor activities.
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MOROCCO

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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Researched by Helen Ranger

Marrakesh
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MOROCCO’S DAZZLING RED CITY

Once an important trading centre for caravans crossing the Sahara with gold, salt and enslaved people, Marrakesh has been welcoming visitors for centuries.
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Riad courtyard | kudla/shutterstock

Founded in 1062, the ‘Red City’ is a tantalising tangle of narrow streets with scintillating souqs full of treasures and truly impressive historical monuments with breathtaking plaster arabesques, intricate zellige (mosaic tilework) and magnificently carved cedarwood. Try world-renowned Moroccan cuisine and sleep in a riad, elegant courtyard houses transformed into boutique hotels from luxurious to budget-friendly.

A wealth of small museums celebrate women, culinary arts, photography, perfume and jewellery, and complement the more formal Marrakech Museum. At the centre is the wide expanse of Djemaa El Fna, the main square that buzzes with musicians, souvenir stalls, snake charmers, henna artists and fruit juice stands by day. By night, dozens of food stalls purvey delicious street food. The square is filled with entertainers, from leaping Gnaoua musicians and male belly dancers to comedians and acrobats. But if you take a closer look, you’ll still see ordinary medina residents going about their daily lives: vendors of piles of fruit and vegetables, butchers with carcasses hanging in tiny shops, children carrying trays of bread to the local ferran (community oven), tanners curing skins and plenty of Moroccan football jerseys for sale.

Alongside the ancient medina lies the Ville Nouvelle, an elegant modern city built by French Resident-General Lyautey in the early 1900s. He surrounded himself with artists like the young Jacques Majorelle, who fell in love with Morocco and made his home in what was to become the world-famous Jardin Majorelle. Later, Yves Saint Laurent was equally bowled over by the city, and the museum dedicated to him is a beacon of modern architecture. The Ville Nouvelle bursts with superb restaurants, stylish shops and a plethora of art galleries. On the outskirts are country clubs and art museums in lush gardens, and the Agafay for thrilling camel rides and opulent camps.

Marrakesh knows how to put on a show. Its heady sights and sounds dazzle, frazzle and enchant, as they have done for almost a millennium.


For places to stay in Marrakesh, see here
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Mosaic detail, Ben Youssef Medersa | Doug McKinlay/Lonely Planet


THE MAIN AREAS

DJEMAA EL FNA & SOUTHERN CENTRAL MEDINA

Atmospheric, frenetic main square.

MOUASSINE & THE CENTRAL SOUQS

Ancient, tiny lanes with contemporary boutiques.

KAAT BEN NAHID & BAB DEBBAGH

Monuments, museums and tanneries.

KASBAH & MELLAH

Royal palaces and the old Jewish quarter.

BAB DOUKKALA & RIAD LAÂROUS

Mellow medina life.

GUELIZ & VILLE NOUVELLE

Modern galleries, top restaurants and gardens.





Find Your Way

The ancient medina is a pear-shaped labyrinth surrounded by high walls pierced by 19 gates, with Djemaa El Fna roughly in the centre. Exploring one neighbourhood at a time (and accepting you will get lost) makes life easier. Outside the city are the palm groves, with Agafay to the southwest.
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Plan Your Days

Pick a neighbourhood to explore and set off through the streets, dropping by concept stores and artisans, visiting museums large and small, and sampling some great local cuisine.
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Fruit juice stall, Djemaa El Fna | frantic00/shutterstock


Day 1

Morning

• Start with a fruit juice on Djemaa El Fna, watching the square come alive, before wandering down Rue Riad Zitoun El Jdid with its treasure-filled shops. After drooling over the carpets at Dar Si Said, you’ll be ready for lunch at Mandala Society.

Afternoon

• Continue to the Musée de l’Art Culinaire Marocain, followed by the beautiful Bahia Palace. Stop for tea at Mazel Streetfood Coffee on Place Ferblantiers.

Evening

• Sample the delicious street food at stalls on Djemaa El Fna and watch the entertainers. Photograph the action from the rooftop terrace at Café de France.





Day 2

Morning

• Take a petit taxi to Jardin Majorelle. Book tickets online in advance for an early visit to avoid the crowds. Stroll the exquisite gardens, and don’t miss the Pierre Bergé Museum of Berber Arts, then walk around the corner to the Yves Saint Laurent Museum for a serious dose of fashion.

Afternoon

• Admire the Art Deco cinema and other buildings on Blvd Zerktouni as you walk to Amal Center for lunch and then seek out the Ville Nouvelle’s superb art galleries and stylish shops.

Evening

• Start with cocktails at Pétanque Social Club, followed by dinner at Farmers.




Day 3

Morning

• Enjoy breakfast at elegant Bacha Coffee and then walk through the souqs to the impressive Ben Youssef Medersa. Continue to Maison de la Photographie and grab a coffee on the rooftop. Make your way to Rahba Kedima for a wander round the shops and stalls before lunch at L’Mida.

Afternoon

• Saunter through Mouassine to Musée de la Musique, followed by a visit to tranquil Le Jardin Secret. Soak up the steam and have a massage at Hammam de la Rose.

Evening

• Enjoy dinner at La Maison Arabe and finish with draft Moroccan beers at Kabana.



You’ll Also Want To…

Get active, venture outside the city and check out the less-visited parts of the medina to see a slice of everyday life.

SOAK UP SOME NATURE

Escape the medina madness and enjoy greenery and fountains in the Cyber Park on the edge of the city.

LISTEN TO MOROCCAN MUSIC

Drop into esteemed cultural hub Cafe Clock on Sunday evenings for its Sunset Concert series.

TRY YOGA IN A RIAD

Dar Anis Yoga Studio offers yoga classes, sound bath meditations and a half-day wellness retreat.

GET ON YOUR BIKE

Hire a bike from Pikala Bikes and cycle your way around the medina to see the sights from two wheels.

SEEK OUT FLEA MARKET TREASURES

Thursday and Sunday are the best days for browsing the stalls at Souq El Khemis.

SPEND A DAY OUTSIDE THE CITY

Enjoy a day’s respite from the medina at Beldi Country Club or visit the Palmeraie art museums and gardens.

RIDE A CAMEL IN AGAFAY

Get out to Agafay for a day of camel rides and lunch in a luxurious tented camp.





HELP ME PICK:

Marrakesh Neighbourhoods

Marrakesh has Morocco’s largest medina at 7 sq km. For ease of exploring, we’ve divided it into five neighbourhoods, each with a distinct flavour. Gueliz and the Ville Nouvelle is a separate neighbourhood while Beyond Marrakesh includes Palmeraie and Agafay. To avoid becoming overwhelmed, delve into one or two neighbourhoods at a time. This will give you an in-depth understanding of what’s on offer in each one to help you build up a picture of the whole city.


Where to go if you love ...

Historic monuments and Museums

Head to Kaat Ben Nahid, one of the medina’s oldest areas, where you’ll find the historic monuments Ben Youssef Medersa and the Koubba.

The medina’s 19 museums are dotted all over, but several are clustered here too. The Kasbah and Mellah are where you’ll find the ruins of the Badi Palace, Saadian tombs, El Azama Synagogue, and Bahia Palace. Museums Dar Si Said, Tiskiwin and the Culinary Arts are all en route from the Mellah to Djemaa El Fna.

Nightlife

Don’t miss an evening on Djemaa El Fna: try some of the food stalls in the centre of the square, then wander around the entertainers on the periphery. For cocktails, the rooftops of El Fenn or Kabana are nearby. The Ville Nouvelle has some excellent restaurants and bars.

Shopping

Saunter the souqs between Djemaa El Fna and Mouassine: Souq Semmarine is chock-full of shops selling metal lanterns, burnished copper basins, metal-framed mirrors and silky bed-throws.

Mouassine is shopping central with chic concept stores, interior design outlets and old-fashioned souqs selling everything from clothing to argan oil. Spice shops line Rahba Kedima, and metal-work can be found in Haddadine (blacksmiths’ souq). Souq Cherifia teems with little shops and has young designers on the first floor.

For interior design, spend half a day in Sidi Ghanem’sdesigner outlets.

Contemporary Art

Walk around Gueliz in the Ville Nouvelle for a surprising number of art galleries. If you’re in Marrakesh late January/early February, don’t miss the 1-54 Contemporary African Art Fair held at La Mamounia. Drop in to Dada to see its latest exhibition. To check out all the arty happenings in Marrakesh, visit 1-54.com/marrakech/whats-on/.

Activities

Stop off at Dar Anis for a yoga class in the leafy riad courtyard. Hire a bike – or a motorbike and sidecar – to ride around the ramparts or to get out of the city. Opt for a pool day south of the city, or at a glamorous camp in Agafay.
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Saadian Tombs | Lois GoBe/shutterstock



HOW TO

How to get there Inside the medina, you’ll be on foot, but you can take a taxi around the periphery. For hard-to-find places, call a tuk tuk (WhatsApp 0641887553).

Use free transport Outside the city, country clubs, water parks, and Agafay camps and operators all offer shuttle buses. Ask when you book.

Book ahead All transport options and activities must be booked in advance, as should courses, tours and top-end restaurants.

Hire a guide or go on a tour Make sure you use a registered guide (they wear a numbered tag) or a reputable company for tours. Ask your accommodation for recommendations.



Do I need a guide?

While it’s perfectly fine to visit monuments by yourself, you’ll get a much better idea of the history behind places if you have a good guide. They will be able to explain aspects such as the water system at the Ben Youssef Medersa, you’ll get to your destination by the quickest route, which you might not find by yourself, and no-one will hassle you. Guides are invaluable for finding out-of-the-way places you’d probably miss, so take a small group tour such as the Evening Street Food Tour.

You don’t need a guide for museums which are largely well signed in English, and some, such as the Musée du Patrimoine Immatériel, have explanatory booklets.

In the Ville Nouvelle, it’s not difficult to navigate with GPS and visit the art galleries and restaurants on your own.
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It’s just a 20-minute drive to the medina. Take
the L19 shuttle bus to Djemaa EL Fna or other
city destinations for Dh30, organise a pre-paid
petit taxi (daytime/after 8pm Dh80/120) at the
airport kiosk, or ask your hotel to send a taxi

- it's more expensive, but you'll be dropped
closest to where you're staying.

®

WALK

Apart from pesky motorcycles, there's no
vehicular traffic inside the medina, so you'll
do a lot of walking. Fortunately, it's flat but
the lanes are cobbled with the odd pothole,
so wear sturdy shoes. Take a good map or use
GPS to find your way.

TAXI

Once the scourge of Marrakesh, petit taxi
drivers are mostly well-behaved and almost
always use the meter (askif they don't put it
on). It's best to hail one on the street, as they.
are not required to use the meter if you hire one
from a taxi stand.
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The Middle Atlas

MEDINAS, MARKETS AND NATIONAL PARKS

Meknes has alow-key medina and imposing
monuments, surrounded by lush wine- and olive-
producing valleys, the Roman ruins of Volubilis
and hilltop pilgrimage town Moulay Idriss
Zerhoun. Hike through cedar forests in national
parks, browse bustling sougs and discover
Amazigh culturein mountain villages.

Northern Atlantic Coast
COASTLINE AND CULTURE
Elegant Rabat and the buzzy economic hub
of Casablanca are the main cities on this
windswept coast, while Essaouira charms with
its small medina, arty vibes and surf action.
Lagoons at Moulay Bousselham and Ovalidia
attract birds in their millions. Little-known EL
Jadidahas dramatic Portuguese ramparts and
artists love Azemmour for its light.

Marrakesh
MOROCCO'S DAZZLING RED CITY

Marrakesh oozes star quality. Explore
magnificent historic monuments, palaces and
museums, delve into the medina's sougs, stay in
a boutique riad and be entranced by the magic of
DjemaaELFna. The Ville Nouvelle beckons with
its galleries, gardens, good restaurants
and smart shops.

Southern
Morocco

Fez

Mediterranean Coast &
the Rif Mountains

SEA VIEWS, MOUNTAINS AND HISTORY

Bursting with renewed energy, Tangier is an
entrancing blend of history and modernity. Pristine
Asilahattracts, while the Mediterranean glistens at
coastal resorts. The medinas of blue Chefchaouen

andartistic Tetouan vie for attention, and the Rif

MOROCCO'S SPIRITUAL HEART
Watch artisans at workin tiny medina
workshops, wander abundant
produce marketsand snap up some
famous Fassi ceramics. Deep in
the medina, find the magnificent
Karaouine Mosque, Attarine and Bou
Inania medersas and the shrine of
Moulay Idriss. The old Jewish quarter
is in nearby Fes ELJdid.

Northern
Atlantic Coast

The High Atlas
Marrakesh

The Southern
Oases

The High Atlas

MAJESTIC MOUNTAINS AND
VERDANT VALLEYS

Imposing mountains offer breathtaking
landscapes and amultitude of
activities, from gentle walks in lush
valleys to summiting Jebel Toubkal,
mountain biking and multiday hikes
along ancient shepherds' trails. On the
way, explore Amazigh architecture,
culture and traditions at moussems
(festivals) in remote villages.

Southern Morocco
YEAR-ROUND HOLIDAY VIBES

Chill out on the long crescent of Agadir’s beach,
take surf lessons and yoga at Taghazout and
explore the wild southern beaches as faras
Dakhla. Inland, the Anti Atlas Mountains offer
hiking, cycling trails and rock climbing. Seek out
old Amazigh silver jewellery in mountain towns
andvillages.

Mountains provide good hiking.

Mediterranean Coast
& the Rif Mountains

Fez

The Middle
Atlas

The Southern Oases

ANCIENT KASBAHS, OASES AND
SKY-HIGH DUNES

Rammed-earth kasbahs stand proud
inthe oasis towns along the Dadés
and Draa valleys, alongside extensive
palm groves. Ride camels into Saharan
dunes, be dazzled by night skies from
desert camps, revelin date and rose
festivals and venture into the arid
Jebel Saghro mountains.
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