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About the Book

BUILDING A NEW LIFE IN MOROCCO

When Suzanna Clarke and her husband bought a dilapidated house in the Moroccan town of Fez, their friends thought they were mad. Located in a maze of donkey-trod alleyways, the riad was beautiful but in desperate need of repair. But they were determined to restore the house to its original splendour, using traditional craftsmen and handmade materials.

Beautifully descriptive and with an extraordinary sense of place, A House in Fez is a journey into Moroccan culture. Into its day-to-day rhythms, customs and festivals; its history, Islam and Sufi rituals. And above all, into the lives of its people – warm, friendly and hospitable.


About the Author

Born in New Zealand, Suzanna Clarke grew up in several parts of Australia. In her twenties she lived in a Welsh commune, an Amsterdam squat and a Buddhist monastery in Nepal. Apart from forays into contemporary dance and academia, she has worked as a photo-journalist for more than two decades, contributing to Australian and international newspapers, magazines and books and holding several exhibitions. She is currently the arts editor of a major Australian newspaper.
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For Meg and Henry, my parents, who began the adventure.
 And for Sandy, my love, who shares it still.
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Prologue

MAYBE IT WAS a fit of madness, but on just our second visit to the old Moroccan capital of Fez, my husband and I decided to buy a house there – as one does in a foreign country where you can’t speak the language and have virtually nothing in common with the locals.

Morocco is only thirteen kilometres across the Strait of Gibraltar from Europe, but in almost every respect it might as well be on another planet. Situated in the north-west corner of Africa but separated from the rest of the continent by the vast Sahara, its Arabic name, al-Maghreb al-Aqsa, means ‘the extreme west’. It is a land of cultural and ethnic amalgams, of Berber, African, Arab and, in more recent times, French and Spanish influences. The writer Paul Bowles called Morocco a place where travellers ‘expect mystery, and they find it’. He wasn’t wrong.

Our first visit, in 2002, had not been auspicious. I developed a raging case of the Moroccan quick-step after eating in a fancy palace restaurant, and like many tourists, we’d been fleeced in a carpet shop by a charming but wily salesman whose money-extracting technique had been handed down through centuries of dealing with naïve foreigners.

Nevertheless Sandy and I responded to Morocco in a way we had to no other country. We found it as multi-layered and intriguing as the patterns in the tile work adorning the buildings, each of which has its own hidden meaning. Morocco has the mystique of a land from the Old Testament yet appears to be coping comfortably with modernisation. Internet cafés rub shoulders with artisans’ workshops; peasants on donkeys trot beneath billboards advertising the latest mobile phones. Outside mosques, running shoes are lined up next to pointy-toed babouches. In the souks, women wearing long robes and headscarves escort daughters with beautifully cut hair and high heels. You can eat at a street stall, in a Parisian-style café, or next to a tinkling fountain in an ornate courtyard. You can find yourself in the midst of a crazy, honking traffic jam, or dodging donkeys in cobbled alleyways, or riding a camel in the solitude of the Sahara.

Fez, in particular, won our hearts. Its location in a bowl-shaped valley protects it from the baking heat of summer and the bone-chilling winds that race down from the Atlas Mountains in winter. The ancient Medina, or walled city, is the cultural and spiritual core of Morocco and is at once a delight and a challenge, an assault on the senses. Its countless narrow alleyways are not a museum but a living community, abuzz with Fassis going about their business. The largest car-free urban area in the world, the Medina is home to quarter of a million people, but very few of them are expats. And unlike in Marrakesh or Tangier, tourists are more of a sideline than the main event.

Within the Medina’s thick sandstone walls lie thousands of flat-topped houses. Viewed from a distance, they are impenetrably dense and complex, like a nest built by cubist termites – a room over a neighbour’s stairs here, another room stretching over next-door’s kitchen. The houses offer blind faces to the street; the only clue to what lies within are their intriguing doorways, decorated with intricately carved wood or with hinges showing the hand of Fatima, the Prophet’s daughter, whose influence is believed to ward off the evil eye.

As is the case everywhere in the Medina, the dwellings of the rich sit next door to those of the poor, although all appear similarly drab from without. In Islamic philosophy, God and family are more important than showing your wealth to the outside world. Scattered among the houses are green-tiled minarets, from where five times a day a melodic voice echoes across the rooftops. Then another joins in, and another and another, until the whole city reverberates with the muezzins’ calls to prayer.

There were aspects of Morocco we found confronting – the beggars, child labour, animals being treated as simply tools or pests. But the negative factors were part of a complex society, and were off set by the warmth of the people, the cultural and historical richness. It was a country where we both felt more alive than anywhere else, our every sense engaged.

Back at home in Brisbane after that first trip, our far too expensive Berber carpet – the colour of sunset on the sands of the Sahara – lay on the floor of our living room, reminding us of the sensual beauty of Morocco, and of our ignorance of the traps of that enormously different and distant culture. We found it hard to settle down. The advertising that bombarded us daily seemed more intense, the supermarkets soulless. Most of the food sold there was so far from its origins as to be unrecognisable, obscured by packaging designed to conceal the contents. Even the fruit and vegetables were plastic-wrapped, some of them coming from halfway around the world for me to buy, wilted, at many times the original price. And we in the ‘developed’ world were under the illusion that we had the best of everything.

Where were the lively, crowded markets that echoed the way humans had traded for centuries? Where was the produce piled high in the open, direct from the farm, allowed to ripen on the vine or on the tree or in the earth, and only available in season? In Moroccan markets you could smell, handle and often taste things before buying. You looked the farmer or the stallholder in the eye as you quibbled in a good-natured way about the quality and price.

On days when the walls seemed to be closing in, I would trawl the Internet, looking at sites on Morocco. Among them were a number offering real estate for sale, and slowly an idea started to form. Why not buy a house there? Living in Morocco for part of the year would enable us to explore its radically different reality in a much more profound way than just visiting. The notion seemed fantastical, but it grabbed my imagination and began to dominate my daydreams. I had a romantic vision of ancient walls touched by golden light, within which generations of lives had been lived. A house waiting for us to save it, to bring it back to what it once was – but perhaps with a better bathroom.

One of the reasons Sandy and I get on so well is that he never stops me from pursuing mad schemes; in fact he frequently gets more caught up in them than I do, usually about the time I’m getting cold feet. In the decade we’ve been together, his enthusiasm has got many of our projects over the line, and so it was in this case. Watching me become frustrated with high-priced houses in tourist enclaves, he said, ‘Why don’t you look for a house in Fez?’

It made sense as soon as he said it. The kind of place we were after was unlikely to be advertised on any website, but would be hidden deep in the Medina, where few foreigners lived.

There were obvious drawbacks, like the nuttiness of buying a house on the other side of the planet, a leg-cramping, bloodclot-inducing, 26-hour plane flight away. And just when would we actually get to spend time there? Our jobs consumed our lives – I worked on a busy metropolitan newspaper and Sandy had a national radio show, and the news does not conform to regular working hours. When exactly would we fit in a commitment to a property in another country?

Moreover we had absolutely no idea how to go about buying a house in Fez. There was no help on hand, no DIY manual, no Morocco for Dummies. And there was the problem of what to do with it when we weren’t there. I had come across stories about vacant houses being ransacked, stripped of their doors and light fittings. One old house had collapsed after thieves removed the supporting beams.

As wage slaves with major mortgage commitments, we’d be moving way out of our comfort zone. And what about the language difficulties? In most of Morocco, with the exception of the major tourist areas, English is a rarity. I spoke a bit of schoolgirl French, and Sandy could muster a dozen or so words of Darija, the Moroccan dialect of Arabic.

The arguments against were endless, but the idea refused to go away. It hung around and fermented, bubbling in shadowy corners of our minds. What eventuated was to prove utterly different to what we’d imagined. Naïve and unprepared, we stepped into the unknown, and into the most intense and exhilarating experience of our lives.
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WHEN WE MENTIONED our fantasy of buying a traditional Arab-style riad, or courtyard house, in Fez to a friend he said dismissively, ‘What a terribly nineteenth-century thing to do.’

He had a point. For most of my life I have been enchanted by tales of early European women travellers, such as Isabelle Eberhardt and Jane Digby, who broke out of the strictures of lives far more confining than my own and found another way to live, in Arab cultures. Of course, such adventures are only romantic if you ignore the fact that Eberhardt, who disguised herself as a man, contracted syphilis then drowned penniless and alone, washed away with her final manuscript.

There were other acquaintances who, post-September 11, asked, ‘Why would you want to buy a house in a Muslim country? They hate us.’

This was easier to counter; we knew it simply wasn’t true of Moroccans, who can be friendly and hospitable to the point of overwhelming. We were also aware that people in Western countries tend to view Muslim nations as a monolithic bloc, whereas there are many cultural differences between them, despite common elements. The present King of Morocco, Mohammed VI, has built bridges with the West, and was the first Muslim ruler to express sympathy for the United States following the destruction of the World Trade Center.

Besides, we saw our venture as an opportunity to explore Islamic culture further, and to gain a deeper insight into why the Way of the Prophet has thrived for so long.

There was a certain inevitability about my interest in Morocco. My parents had visited the country in 1961, long before it was fashionable to do so. At that time only a handful of hardy souls, forerunners of the hippies who were later to invade, made their way down from Spain, following the sun. Enthusiastic young travellers, Meg and Henry drove their Volkswagen beetle around Morocco’s few, mostly unpaved, roads, and after some hair-raising adventures ended up pitching their tent in the camping ground at Marrakesh. It appears they had a particularly convivial time there, because I was born exactly nine months later.

Being conceived in Morocco and growing up in New Zealand, I learned to walk at a shuffle in my father’s Moroccan babouches, surrounded by mementos from their visit. One of their more colourful tales was of the night they camped on the side of a road high in the Atlas Mountains. In the middle of the night, a truck came winding up from the valley below, its headlights swinging across my parents’ tent. They stayed in their sleeping-bags, hoping it would continue past, but when the truck drew level with their car its engine stopped.

Rocks crunched as footsteps moved towards them. My father, deciding drastic action was called for, unzipped his sleeping-bag, grabbed the tomahawk, and when he judged the moment was right, leapt out wearing only striped pyjama bottoms and swinging the tomahawk above his head, bellowing a Maori haka. ‘Ka mate, ka mate, ka ora, ka ora, Tenei te tangata puhuruhuru …’ (It is death! It is death! It is life! It is life! This is the hairy man …’)

He must have been a terrifying sight, because four djellaba-clad men ran to their truck and sped off into the night. I wonder if those men now tell their grandchildren about the time they stopped to help the occupants of a car they thought had broken down and were confronted by a screaming madman.

By early 2003, the idea of buying a house in Fez was sufficiently implanted for Sandy and I to start putting money aside. Forget buying a new car, clothes, or even basic house maintenance – this was our escape fund. The second part of our plan was to get ourselves back there without dipping into it.

The previous year, we had taken holiday jobs as tour managers for a small group of well-heeled tourists in France and the UK. Now we proposed Morocco as a destination. After studying and planning for months, we flew out in October and showed our group as much of Morocco as was possible in three short weeks, with the help of a local guide. It was spring and the countryside had transformed from the dry brown of our previous trip to lush green, liberally sprinkled with poppies, irises, daisies and other wildflowers.

Tour leading entailed a level of luxury entirely different from what we were accustomed to, and it wasn’t always for the better. Inside a four-or five-star hotel, with the exception of a few designer touches, you could be almost anywhere in the world. There was a sameness, a monotone, that irked us both, but for some of our guests such accommodation still wasn’t up to par.

‘I thought there’d be hairdryers in the hotel bathrooms,’ one wealthy woman whined.

Many people in Morocco don’t even have running water, never mind washing machines or refrigeration, so hairdryers are not considered an essential item. But to her mind they were, and she left us in no doubt that Sandy and I were negligent for not ensuring their presence.

We had gone to great lengths to give our clients a varied cultural experience, but it wasn’t always to their taste. We arranged some of our city stays in beautiful riads, which, being several hundred years old, had rooms that were not standard sizes. Nor were the bathrooms always ideal.

‘Why can’t we stay in the new part of town?’ an elderly man complained. ‘I’m tired of all this history.’

It wasn’t a sentiment Sandy and I shared. When we reached Fez we stood gazing down over the ancient walls of the Medina and the decrepit houses within, just biding their time for people with the vision, money, time and energy to restore them. We confirmed to one another that those people should include us.

During my Internet surfing, I had come across the website of an American living in Fez who claimed that, although the Medina is the best-preserved mediaeval walled city in the world, its architectural heritage is under threat. Many Moroccans cannot afford to maintain the houses they live in, let alone restore them to their original splendour. If those with the means to do so, foreigners included, were to rescue some of the significant houses, this would make a big difference to the preservation of the Medina. The key point, the website argued, was the need for proper restoration, as opposed to modernisation. And rather than gentrification, a healthy mix of rich and poor living together, as had always been the case in the past, was the ideal.

One night, Sandy and I escaped from our tour group to meet the website’s author, David Amster, over a drink. Originally from Chicago, David was in his mid-forties, amiable, intelligent, with a wonderfully dry sense of humour. His full-time job was Director of the American Language Center in Fez, and he had called the city home for seven years. He was a passionate advocate for the traditional architecture of the Medina, about which he was extremely knowledgeable, giving lectures to visitors from the Smithsonian Institute once or twice a year. He owned five houses in Fez, one of which was a ruin. It had completely collapsed, leaving only columns and mosaics, which made it resemble a Roman temple.

‘What are you going to do with it?’ Sandy asked.

‘At the moment,’ David said, ‘I have no idea. The site’s under six feet of rubble. It’ll take hundreds of donkey hours to move.’

But he didn’t appear too concerned. ‘Look,’ he continued, pulling out of his bag a sliver of wrought iron that looked like an oversized thumb tack and passing it to me. ‘Isn’t it beautiful? It’s a handmade nail.’

This nail, several hundred years old, was to be the prototype for those David was having made. After months of searching, he had finally found a man with the necessary skills, but there was to be one small difference: the heads of the new nails would be slightly bigger, so that future experts could tell old from new.

Sandy and I exchanged glances. This was restoration on a whole new level. It wasn’t just popping down to the hardware store and getting a bag of cheap Chinese nails and a bit of four-by-two. There was obviously more to doing up a house here than we realised.

‘Would you like to see the house I live in?’ David asked. ‘I’ve had a builder and his team working on it for four years.’

He didn’t need to ask twice. Leaving the modern quarter, we passed under the Bab Bou Jeloud – the Blue Gate – and into the Medina, then down innumerable dark alleys populated by cats who blinked at us, or slunk away on our approach. In the moonlight, one alley looked much like another and I was amazed at David’s unerring sense of direction. We finally arrived at a large doorway, and as he ushered us in the first thing I noticed was the strong, fragrant smell of freshly sanded cedarwood.

We were standing in a dimly lit courtyard with an atrium stretching high above. All around was a wealth of decoration: blue, green and white tilework – or zellij – intricate plaster and wood carving, and two enormous cedar doors. It was like a jewel box, its beauty so overwhelming it was hard to imagine living in such a palace.

In contrast, the furniture was surprisingly Spartan: a bed, a single chair, nowhere to cook as yet. But who needs possessions and comforts when you wake up every day to such splendour? We had never envisaged anything like this. The prospect of restoring such a house was at once daunting and thrilling.

A few days later, I farewelled Sandy and the tour party at Casablanca airport. Sandy had to return to Australia for work, but I caught the train back to Fez, with the intention of finding us a house.
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FEZ WAS ONCE the largest city on the planet. Founded in 789, it became the centre of Moroccan scientific and religious learning, a status due to the altruism of a remarkable woman named Fatima al-Fihria. One of a group of refugees who fled religious persecution in Kairouan, Tunisia, in the ninth century, Fatima was from a wealthy merchant family and used her inheritance to start a place of learning. Karaouiyine University was completed in 859 and is the oldest educational institution in the world. Classes in religion are still held at the complex, which also contains a mosque and a library.

Fatima’s act was even more altruistic than it might appear. Being a woman, she couldn’t actually attend the university herself, but plenty of men did – Muslims and Christians from all over North Africa, the Middle East and Europe. In fact Karaouiyine had a major impact on mediaeval Europe. In the tenth century, Arabic numerals, including the concept of zero, were taken back to France by a student who went on to become Pope Sylvester II. He used his newfound understanding to invent a more efficient abacus, the basis of modern computing. Karaouiyine University also rejuvenated and spread the Indian concept of the decimal point, for which accountants are no doubt eternally grateful.

Modern-day Fez has three distinct sections. The Medina is the oldest and is known as Fez-al-Bali, meaning Old Fez. The second, Fez Jedid, or New Fez, lies uphill from the Medina and dates from 1276. It includes the Mellah, the old Jewish quarter. The third section, the Ville Nouvelle, is the administrative and commercial centre. Having learned from their mistakes in Algeria, the twentieth-century French colonisers resisted bulldozing the Fez Medina in order to modernise because the locals tended to get upset, with nasty consequences. Instead they situated the Ville Nouvelle several kilometres away. With its broad avenues and street cafés, it looks as if it were modelled on Haussmann’s Paris.

As my school French had not equipped me to do much more than catch a train and order a coffee, and my Darija being limited to ‘please’ and ‘thank you’, I hired a translator, a polite young man named Nabil. He seemed bemused by my desire to live in a city that he and his friends would have left in a flash, if given a work visa in a Western country.

David had written me a list of houses he considered architecturally significant and which were in our price range. In Fez there are two types of houses, dars and riads. While both are centred around courtyards, a riad is generally much larger, its distinctive feature being a garden, or at least a lemon and an orange tree. Riads are rare in Fez and usually expensive.

‘You’re a riad person,’ David told me one day, after I expressed a desire for some light and greenery. The problem was we were on a dar budget.

As my search proceeded, Nabil’s back, framed by the towering walls that enclose the Medina’s alleyways, became a familiar sight. During the day, the alleys were a constantly changing panoply of passers-by, children playing, salesmen touting, donkeys carrying goods. House doors were often open and old people sat on their steps warming themselves in the sun. At night, though, as I soon discovered, the alleys and their entranceways became a haven for teenagers’ secret rituals of hashish and stolen kisses.

Following Nabil around, I began to understand that the Medina was a place where helping your neighbours was not an option but a necessity. Once, Nabil paused at a doorway where a veiled girl of about thirteen stood holding a tray of unbaked bread. He asked her a question, she pointed in reply, and without hesitation he took the tray and continued walking.

‘Do you know her?’ I asked him.

‘No, but anyone who lives in the Medina and is walking past a bakery will take someone’s bread.’

Neighbourhood bakeries, where families can send not only their bread but biscuits, cakes, even whole legs of lamb or a pizza, are one of the five essential facilities that Fez’s thirty-odd quarters have in common. According to Islamic tradition, the others are a mosque, a school, a communal bathhouse and a fountain.

‘How does the baker know whose bread is whose?’ I asked.

He looked at me as if I were lacking intelligence. ‘Every family makes their bread slightly differently, and the baker will have been baking it for many years, so he just knows.’

Coming from a country where the staples of life are mass-produced, I found this unaccountably wonderful. ‘He just knows,’ I muttered under my breath as we continued on.

Although at first the Medina seemed a confusing maze, I soon discovered that it is laid out in an organic and logical fashion. Like blood vessels leading into veins, small alleys where people live join streets with tiny shops that sell everyday necessities. In turn, these streets lead to main roads where the souks, or markets, are, and these roads eventually connect with the city’s two major arteries – Tala’a Kbira (the big rise) and Tala’a Sghira (the small rise).

Running beneath all these streets and alleys is a complex network of water channels which supply households, public fountains, and industries such as the tanneries. Part of the construction of this ingenious water system, which dates from the eleventh and twelfth centuries, involved dividing the Oued Fez, the river that runs through the Medina, into two branches – one supplying clean water and the other carrying away effluent. But by the 1960s the system was faltering: the flow of the Oued Fez was reduced because of building in the catchment area to house rural refugees, driven to the city by a drought lasting more than a decade. A dam was built, and nowadays many of Fez’s public fountains no longer flow as they once did.

Fez was not built to a master plan, but instead reflects the Islamic principle of social order, with individual expression subsumed into a harmonious whole. For this reason it is regarded as the model Muslim city. Its streets are not merely visually stimulating, but give the other senses a workout as well. The spicy scent of tagines wafts out of kitchen windows, mingling with the yeasty aroma of bread and cakes from communal ovens. There’s the heady fragrance of fresh cedar being shaped into a door, a window frame or a piece of furniture. Less attractive is the acrid stench of glues and solvents. Donkey dung litters the wider alleys, and I soon learned to watch my step. Just as quickly I became inured to the reek of cat and human pee.
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Being a female turned out to be an unexpected advantage in my house search. Usually only women are at home during the daytime, and they’re generally reluctant to admit a strange male to the house. But when they saw me they would visibly relax, and we were always invited inside. In the space of a few days I saw so many houses that they began to meld into each another, and it was difficult to remember which kitchen or terrace went with which house. To overcome this, I took photos and notes and went over them at the end of the day.

David had given me some tips for determining the age of a house. He told me that those with masharabbia – intricate wooden mesh screens on upstairs balconies and on upper windows facing the courtyard – were built before the late nineteenth century. Under Islam as practised then, the faces of women could not be seen by men outside their own families. This meant that when strangers came to the house the women would retreat to sit behind these screens, where they could see what was going on in the courtyard while remaining hidden from view. As attitudes became more relaxed during the nineteenth century, masharabbia began to be replaced with less expensive wrought iron.

With other information David gave me, I was soon able to estimate the age of a house from the height at which tiles stopped on the walls, and from the colours and decorations used. But it wasn’t always straightforward, as plasterwork and zellij were usually renewed every hundred years or so. A house could be much older than it appeared on the surface.

I saw some once magnificent but now forlorn houses that were crying out for restoration, deserted by wealthy families who’d left for Rabat when the French protectorate made that city the capital instead of Fez. Now these huge crumbling edifices were full to bursting with squatters, drought refugees from the countryside. Where one family might previously have lived, now there were five or six. Having had no maintenance for decades, their once grand rooms had an air of neglect and quiet desperation.

‘What happens to the people here if the house is sold?’ I asked the agent as I inspected one particularly glorious but decaying example, the one-time residence of a Sufi saint. Every room was occupied by a different family, and the outstanding woodwork was cracking with age and exposure to the weather.

The estate agent had also been recommended to me by David. Larbi was a small, grey-haired man who refrained from the incessant sales patter his Australian counterparts engaged in. Maybe this was because he spoke not one word of English.

‘They are paid to move as part of the deal,’ he told me via Nabil.

That made me feel less guilty, but we couldn’t afford to do the amount of work required to save the Sufi’s riad, even if we’d been able to scrape together the asking price. I just hoped someone with the money and the know-how would come along soon.

Some houses I saw were too far gone to consider, their structural problems severe enough to overwhelm even the most ardent restorer. There were fissures in walls and undulations in floors that spoke of subsidence over the centuries, poor foundations, and other, unknown forces at work in the earth beneath.

My aim was to find a house that had been spared the process of modernisation. In poor communities, the challenges of the present often take precedence over saving the past, and the Fez Medina is no exception. When Moroccans come into money, most want what people the world over desire – modern amenities. Things that look shiny and new, just like on television. This can spell disaster for an ancient house.

David had taken me to one riad where the traditional zellij had been covered over with shiny grey Chinese bathroom tiles. The walls had been painted an institutional green, and the wall fountain, which would have once been beautiful, had been ripped out and replaced with a laminated hand basin illuminated by a fluorescent light. The combination of the décor and high walls made me feel like I’d been transported to an episode of Porridge, the British television comedy about life in prison.

Another riad David showed me was important enough and old enough to be listed on a register of significant buildings. Inside, the first thing that struck me was the smell – an overwhelming odour of stale urine. I had to ignore the objections of my nose as David excitedly pointed out the exquisite wooden carving around the atrium, and the fine zellij work on the wall fountain. It was obvious that at one time this house had been really cared for.

The riad had two large salons facing one another across a courtyard, and a sitting niche on another side that had been enclosed. Beside the fountain, stairs led to a massreiya – a highly decorated apartment usually reserved for the eldest son or male visitors. Up in this massreiya, a woman was nursing a baby while a pot of chickpeas bubbled on a gas burner beside her. She smiled at us, unconcerned by our intrusion.

The riad’s small appearance was deceptive, belying the rabbit warren of rooms we discovered. In two of the larger rooms, ancient and beautiful tile work was covered with manure. Evidently these were the farm rooms, and I felt a pang of sympathy for the animals forced to live there.

Up on the terrace was a studio, and a makeshift and very rustic kitchen. David was in his element, intrigued by the details of how this chimney was constructed and by that painting on the ceiling of the studio. But looking out from the rooftop, we discovered the source of the overpowering stench. The house overlooked one of Fez’s most famous tourist attractions – the thousand-year-old Chouwara tanneries. Essential ingredients in the bleaching of the hides are pigeon poo and goat’s urine. Next to the bleaching pits are dozens of vats filled with blue, red, yellow and brown dyes, in which leather workers spend their days immersed thigh-deep. Colourful and interesting, but hardly an ideal neighbour.

David tried to convince me to buy the riad. ‘It’s a real gem,’ he enthused.

There was no doubt it was an extraordinary piece of architecture, but there was the small problem of the smell.

‘What you need to find,’ I told him, ‘is a rich person with no olfactory nerves. And preferably a loner, because no one will ever come to visit.’ It wasn’t me.

Despite the frustrations of house hunting, I loved staying in the Medina. The place was alive with sounds from morning to night. During the day, there were cries of ‘Balak, balak!’ – ‘Take care, take care!’ – as mules and donkeys, laden with produce, trotted through the alleys. Occasionally I would hear the sound of African drumming, amplified by the high walls, and snatches too of Arabic music, and always the shouts and squeals of children playing. Walking at night, I was never far from the sound of water, gurgling below the paving stones or tinkling from some unseen fountain. Sometimes there were high-pitched ululations from far over the rooftops as a wedding celebration continued into the small hours.

If I woke before dawn I would hear a melodic, lyrical song coming from the nearest mosque. This was to comfort insomniacs and the sick, and was followed by the muezzin’s first call to prayer. The cry, ‘It is better to pray than sleep’ spread from mosque to mosque, consuming the city in a chant that echoed across the rooftops and rang around the courtyards, luring the devout from their beds. It gave the Medina a sense of otherworldliness, of another layer hidden below the surface of everyday life.

After about a week of looking at several houses a day, I saw two I liked in succession. The first was a larger dar with pristine blue and white zellij. Although the tiles were new, they had been skilfully laid in the old style, and I was not surprised to learn that the house had been the home of a master zellij craftsman. The upper rooms had cedar shutters and window frames that were in excellent condition, but the grand doors of the salons were missing.

Larbi claimed these could easily be replaced, but I wasn’t so certain. I had seen one set for sale in Marrakesh for the equivalent of fifty thousand Australian dollars. This was more than the price of the house, and two sets were needed. It also occurred to me that replacing them would no doubt entail removing the doors from some other old house, so all we’d be doing was passing the problem on.

The second house was a riad, centrally located off the main tourist thoroughfare, the Tala’a Sghira, at the end of the narrowest alley I’d ever seen – only slightly wider than my shoulders. I wondered how they managed to get furniture into the house. Through the front door, I followed a long passageway and emerged via another doorway into a small but attractive courtyard with two trees – a straggly loquat and a lemon – and a beautiful wall fountain. Upstairs, above the ground-floor salon, was an enormous room the size of a European apartment, with stained-glass windows and reasonable zellij. There were several other small rooms on the same level, and from the roof a view over the Medina. Not a spectacular view, but taken as a whole the property was the best I had seen, and it was in our price bracket. It didn’t scream to me, ‘I’m the one, buy me,’ but my week was up and it was either this house or wait another year.

Back in Brisbane, I showed Sandy the photographs and described the riad. He was much more enthusiastic than I, but maybe I was housed-out. We decided to go ahead and buy it, but there was one major problem – the vendors spoke only Darija. As Australia wasn’t exactly flush with Darija-speakers, it was necessary to get someone in Morocco to place our offer, and the most obvious choice was David. I was reluctant to impose further on his goodwill, since he’d been so generous with his help already and had an extremely busy job, but there didn’t seem to be an alternative. I emailed to ask if he would act as our agent, with us paying him for his services. He said yes, but did not wish to charge anything.

Over the next several months, as negotiations became increasingly complex, I wondered if David ever regretted his generosity. There was a bit of argy-bargy about the price, but as usual both sides compromised and we ended up somewhere in the middle. There was an engineer’s report to organise, and paying the deposit turned into a major drama when the money disappeared between banks, only to turn up weeks later, just as we were getting desperate. No doubt a bank employee somewhere had been making the most of the currency markets.

In preparation for life in Morocco, Sandy and I took up French lessons with a young Belgian living in Brisbane, who obligingly doubled as a translator when we needed to ring the notary in Fez. With a growing sense of excitement we arranged for settlement the following January, when we planned to return. That was eight months away, but seemed more than adequate even for the most convoluted of bureaucracies.

But as the months dragged on, it turned out that the vendor was missing a vital piece of documentation – the signed transfer from the previous owner – without which he was legally unable to sell the riad. Since that owner was now dead, the vendor was going to try to get the man’s numerous relatives to sign a new version of the document, and he claimed everything would be sorted out by the time we arrived, inshallah.

Now, inshallah, meaning ‘God willing’, is a wonderfully useful expression. It means that things will happen in their own time, if God wills it. If I say to you I will do something, inshallah, it means that I have every intention of doing so, and if I’m prevented it’s not my fault but is Allah’s will. In Morocco, it’s no use getting impatient and frustrated by delays, or blaming people. Things simply are. So it was with the transfer document. It would appear, we kept being told, by the settlement date, inshallah.

Obviously Allah didn’t will it, because when January came the document still hadn’t materialised. Sandy had gone to Morocco a week ahead of me, and one night he phoned to tell me the deal was off. There were about ten relatives involved, all of whom had been traced except one, and he hadn’t been heard of in years. The only alternative was taking the matter through the courts, and there was no way of knowing how long that might drag on. So we were not going to be able to live in our riad after all. I was bitterly disappointed, and even more dismayed at the thought of having to begin the search all over again.

But Sandy was his usual optimistic self. ‘Never mind,’ he said, ‘I have a plan B.’ He had already found another house.


[image: image]

WHEN I FIRST saw Sandy’s plan B it was in the company of some half a dozen people, including David, Larbi, Nabil, and Sandy’s daughter Yvonne, who had just arrived from Ireland with her husband and two small children. Sandy had made an offer to the owners, contingent on my agreement, and everyone was waiting anxiously for my reaction. Sandy followed me around, pointing things out and saying, ‘Isn’t it wonderful?’ while I tried to make an objective decision.

The new house was indeed a proper riad, situated at the end of an alley in one of the oldest parts of the Medina. You entered a carved wooden door, ascended some stairs in a corridor, and arrived in a lovely courtyard of about a hundred square metres, complete with an orange and a lemon tree and an attractive fountain in the centre. At one end of the courtyard was the kitchen, at the other a large salon, and on the right-hand side were doorways leading to two separate bathrooms and to a staircase to the floor above.

On the fourth side of the courtyard was a large and unusual feature wall, the central five metres of which was recessed by a metre. A buttress descended on the left-hand side of this recess, ending in a scallop shape, in the middle of which was a small spy window. We later discovered it had unique acoustic properties, allowing anyone sitting behind it to hear even the slightest whisper in
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With thanks to David, who enabled Riad Zany to become a reality; Simon and Fred for sharing their knowledge of Sufism; Kareem for his research on circumcision rituals; Karima for her translations; Helen for her timely advice; Meredith for her wonderful editing; and to all the Riad Zany team for their time, effort and energy.
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