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TANGIER GARDENS

...out of the classroom into real life... via plant portals

by Edward Flaherty

The introductory novel in “The Landscape Architect” series


“Chocolate and gardens, both have mystical qualities.”
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Preface

At the dawn of the 21st century, before the Casablanca 2003 terror attacks and even before the New York September 2001 devastation, Tangier Gardens debuts a series entitled “The Landscape Architect”.

In this coming of age adventure novel the American Christopher Janus, a student in his university last year studying landscape architecture, tells us his own story. It is a hard-to-believe story of his term-abroad design study wherein the Moroccan landscape assaults him, forcing him to combat unforeseen challenges to his degree, his professional goals and even his life.

Is the landscape his worst enemy or is he his own worst enemy? Can he design his way out of this conundrum? Could coming of age be more awkward?

 

Edward Flaherty


Foreword

Dear readers,

For my term-abroad design study, I had to keep a daily diary, submit a weekly SitRep (Situation Report) and make a final presentation.

That was a lot of writing. I got into it. And after all was said and done, after some time had distanced me from the events, I had to look at it again.

Why review it again? Because of the absolute weirdness of it.

While in the process of that review, my search for clarity impelled me to write an autobiographical summary of my six months in Morocco and my “home” in Tangier. I had to make sure I understood just what exactly had happened. Hard to put into words. It began with my naivety and went something like this:

Moroccan dreams… an aphrodisiac of exotic cities, lively marketplaces, spicy aromas…

…enticing…

…beguiling…

…mesmerizing.

But forebodings gathered like storm clouds—thoughts and dreams can be all encompassing. Before I knew it, I had sunk into never neverland—for me it was not JM Barrie. It was Metallica’s Sandman. Exit light… Tangier, Morocco, northwest Africa… real life overtook my dreams.

Late night, just off the ferry, hardly put my feet on the ground… when emerging from the dark shadows between faceless port business buildings, surging human swarms “slapped” me around.

Gusty, windswept, drizzly darkness—dim street lights—strange unknowns.

Dozens of guys surrounded me.

Heads poked into my face, too close.

Shouting, they were, demanding my attention.

I tried to withstand waves of guys crowding in on me.

Good thing I was 6 feet tall. Most of them were noticeably shorter. I looked over the top of them for safety. I only saw hooded people in robes. Hidden faces disappearing in shadowy darkness. Shuffling movements in black and blacker shadows. Nobody paid attention to the harassment maelstrom focussed on me. No relief.

You don’t know if you’ve never been there.

And that was just the beginning.

Follow my path, my dark journey, my search for light,

 

Christopher Janus


1-Landscape Architecture


Getting Started

In the beginning, I learned about suffering when I was young.

We all do.

Lying.

Cheating.

Hurting.

We have no choice.

Not fun.

Suffering.

All of us.

Anytime, anywhere.

And as I grew I learned…

To ease that suffering.

First there were tales and legends.

Then magic.

Then religions.

Suffering continued.

That is history.

Then I became a landscape architect.

But in northwest Africa, I suffered like never before.

This new suffering?

I couldn’t put words to it.

It was… one step beyond.

I’d always enjoyed my views of different cultures, from 30,000 feet. But this time, I felt trapped. Something forced its way in. I didn’t like it. It wasn’t right.

It?

What was it?

***


Landscape and Gardens

Unimaginable suffering. Not just any unimaginable suffering, but unimaginable suffering from the landscape. That couldn’t be… could it? The landscape had always been my muse, my refreshment.

Throughout history, haven’t we been searching for freedom from the lie, the cheat, the hurt, the suffering? Long ago, well before the scientific world of ethnobotany, somebody, searching for that cure, may have unfortunately thrown the baby out with the alchemical bathwater. Suffering is still there.

But we have gardens.

Gardens.

Gardens? Everyone likes gardens.

How and why? We may never agree.

But the refuge found in gardens?

Unmistakeable!

Some of us, fully absorbed in garden-world labors of love, spend our entire days nurturing plants—our commitment measured by aches, pains and the amount of earth on our hands by day’s end. Others, while engaging in conversations with friends, colleagues, lovers, enjoy simply passing through a quiet garden surrounded by the soothing magic of fragrant flowers. These passers-through might see or smell the garden at most with only two senses. Whereas those who spend day after day nurturing the garden, remarkably experience it through not only their five senses, but also their emotions, dreams… and “beyond”.

“Beyond”?

I learned about “beyond” in my Tangier gardens.

My name is Christopher Janus; everybody calls me CJ. Majoring in Landscape Architecture at a Midwest American university, I was in Morocco for a term-abroad design study.

My path to Tangier and its mysterious Hibiscus House was circuitous, awkward. My explorations into those Mediterranean gardens were wrapped in a daily life not only unexpected but threatening.

Something in the northwest Africa landscape overtook me. Suffering arrived.
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2-Strait of Gibraltar


Storm on the Strait

Sitting on the dock of the bay in Algeciras, I saw the imposing Rock of Gibraltar. Don Rafael, a Spanish Landscape History Professor, who had been my guide in the Alhambra, told me that, a thousand years ago, the first time the Muslims came to confront the Christians in Europe, they were led by a General Tarek. He named that rock Jbel Tarek, Tarek’s Mountain. The name, though Westernized over time, still stands. I recalled that same huge Gibraltar outcrop was part of the Greeks’ original Pillars of Hercules. This region’s cultural roots? Diverse and deep.

I reached into the deepest corner of my food sack and found three lonely chocolate-covered M&M peanuts, my last bites of American culture. Relishing those last peanuts and chocolate, I looked across the strait to Ceuta, a port on the near horizon.

Ceuta was a Spanish outpost on the North Africa coast. Rising above it, the adjacent mountain was the other half of the Pillars of Hercules. In a daze, I stared. Didn’t look like the Rock of Gibraltar. It was all… foreign. Shaking myself out of the daze, I inspected the narrow ten-mile-wide strait.

I saw choppy, unsettled waters and felt fast-flowing airs. Together, they gave the Strait of Gibraltar an identity more dynamic than the two-dimensional, flat, narrow body of water shown on every map of this region. I sensed the agitated strait as an impact-absorbing buffer between two incredibly large continents and their complex cultures.

I saw something else in the geography. Not so easily definable… maybe it was just a feeling. This side of the strait, the Rock of Gibraltar was clear, upright, strong. The other side of the strait, the top of that second Pillar of Hercules, was hazy, unclear. The topography had an historical clarity; but spontaneously, I attributed feelings to it. I double-checked myself. How did those feelings arise?

My girlfriend back home, Sachy, used to talk to me about auras visible around people, auras of three character types—goodness, passion and ignorance. But a landscape aura, a geographic aura, a continental aura? Before that day, I’d never even thought about it. I could have sworn I felt some kind of dark and cloudy aura hovering over that North Africa mountain.

I stared at Africa, the continent, looming before me in real time. No worries, right?

Humans had been in North Africa a long time. Eastern Mediterranean Phoenicians two thousand years ago. Middle Eastern and African Muslims one thousand years ago. My thoughts were already adrift in strange cultures. For the first time, I sensed why the university had wanted a team on these foreign projects.

On these term abroad design studies, the university had concluded a team of individuals was necessary to support each other when confusing, cross-cultural tsunamis threatened to turn daily life upside down. I had my own support and reached into my key pocket, fingering the silver Hand of Fatima key ring my mom had given me for good luck. Time to go.

At the Port Passenger Terminal, going through passport formalities, I finally pushed on. In a blustery light drizzle, I boarded the late afternoon ferry, a 4hr trip to Tangier Ville. Crossing the strait, I watched the weather go downhill. By now my mind was swirling with the forebodings. They came as mysteries, unknowns and uncertainties.

What awaited me in Tangier?

For all my time in Morocco with my mom twenty years ago, I’d never been to Tangier. My thoughts continued swirling. Was the deteriorating weather an omen? Naw, couldn’t be; Tangier, on the Med, had to be a good thing.

The ferry was crowded with tourists, people with heads full of fanciful exotic Moroccan marketing images. But in these rapidly deteriorating stormy seas, I could see in their faces they were doing battle with stomach-churning uncertainties. I was part of the crowd. It was either the storm, my own naive ignorance or my irrational forebodings that made me one of them.

The darkening sky, visible only during frequent lightning flashes, was turbulent with racing clouds, rumbling and cracking thunder. Everything felt low, dark and thick. The sun had long since disappeared. Night had come early. Wind whipped up the storm, the slashing rain, the wild waves. Boat rocking. All of us, captive indoors. No escape.

So many people sick from the rough seas. My immediate world had become a harsh rocking blur of personal unknowns and other people blowing lunch. Could not escape the vomit or its stench. It manifested on me most strangely in an odd combination of stomach nausea and spine tingles.

The weather was too rough to go outside. Tried to make an adjustment. I moved near to a locked sliding door that still had salt air blowing through a gap next to the wall. The blowing salt air saved my nostrils from the stench of vomit.

***


Why and How

To isolate from the chaos, I braced myself against the rocking ship movements by leaning against the nearby wall, turning my back to the other passengers. Trying to ignore the sickness around me, I needed another world. So, I pulled out my design study topic statement and forced myself to focus on the details as they had been approved by Neil, my university academic advisor.

 

Design Study Topic Statement:

The original work, nearly twenty years ago, by a landscape architecture student team term abroad design study in Morocco, graphically documented traditional public water fountains as colorful, intricately designed, highly crafted, local landmarks that functioned as magnets of social activity--places where medina people gathered to collect water for their daily household activities.

Influenced by their efforts, I propose the following: This design study will examine the regional sociological roots behind the physical placement, ornamentation and use of traditional functional water fountains in the Moroccan medina urban public realm, with a view toward deriving a metric of understanding for their physical and cultural components.

Project Location:

Meknes and Tangier, Morocco

Scholarly Basis:

The scholarly basis for the design study is identified in the two references following.

1. The Hidden Dimension by Edward T. Hall (1966)--Hall, an anthropologist, examined the temporal and spatial dimensions of personal space used by humans in public and in private.

2. The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces by William H. Whyte (1980)--Whyte, a sociologist, and highly influential in architecture and planning, wrote this as an acute observer of human urban behavior. He analyzed what works and what doesn’t work in small, open, urban spaces.

Project Deliverables:

1. Keep a Project Diary, comprising daily entries of design study activities, as appropriate to site conditions (10% of grade evaluation).

2. Prepare, beginning the first week of August with arrival in-country, a weekly Situation Report (SitRep) email to be sent to the faculty advisor each and every Friday following through to the submittal of the Term Abroad Design Study Final Report (10% of final grade evaluation).

3. Deliver an archivable hard copy and digital Term Abroad Design Study Final Report for placement in the departmental library (60% of final grade evaluation for content, 15% for hard copy).

4. Make a public presentation of the Term Abroad Design Study (5% of final grade evaluation).

Professional Landscape Architect In-Country Advisor/Facilitator

Mr. Herb Striet, PLA (Professional Landscape Architect), ASLA (American Society of Landscape Architects member)

 

But, under my circumstances on the ferry, I couldn’t focus on those academic details. Rather, I recalled about how I had come to this “rock and roll” ferry across the Strait of Gibraltar. It did the trick—at least my thoughts escaped to another world.

The university department required this self-defined term abroad design study in order to graduate with an undergrad degree in Landscape Architecture. And my path to graduation was the essential first step to my ultimate goal: to professionally practice Landscape Architecture.

My interest in landscape architecture was broad. The profession examined both natural and social sciences as they intertwined in public places. That was clear. Nothing ambiguous there.

I loved landscape architecture work—making gardens and landscapes for people to enjoy. I was eager and motivated to finish this course.

This was my last class after six long years of full-time undergrad studies. The last four years of design studios had been particularly grueling. Traditionally, for each hour of lecture, minimum eight to ten hours of design studio time were required. A typical class had up to five lecture hours per week.

The studio involved gathering massive amounts of natural and social data, assessing those data to develop solutions to the lecture problem—then preparing the graphic exhibits in order to publicly present the solution. Additionally, we were transitioning from hand graphics to computer graphics. Learning the computer interface and achieving high graphic design standards required lots of extra time.

I was nearly burnt out by those intense design studios. Yeah, I was beat, needed a break. So I was eager and motivated to finish this course. Everything had been moving well in my direction.

I was happy with my plans, my design study topic statement and going to Morocco. I was okay with that general idea. So where was the problem?

I had imagined my term abroad design study to be like a six-month vacation on the Med beaches; but… uncertainties, forebodings… omens had begun ominously swirling.

What were these swirling uncertainties that were obsessing me? I had chastised myself for even thinking about “forebodings”, about “omens”; but too much negativity had been accumulating— Lazló’s description of Morocco’s awkward lingering in the 19th century, darkness over African mountains, storm on the strait, people getting sick—seeds of uncertainty had been sown.

Something was bound to go wrong. But I was in the game, and on my way to Africa, Morocco.

I was serious. But, hey, the design topic statement was academic-speak providing viable gravitas and yeah I’d follow the rules. But for me, after six years of full-time university, I was looking for relaxation and sun on Med sand beaches, exotic Moroccan markets and maybe… on the side I’d learn something about the landscape. I was cool with that but…

Hey, it worked. In my mind, I just removed myself from the sickening ferry experience.

By the time we approached the port on the Bay of Tangier the storm had relented, but the sea had not yet calmed. The vomiting continued. The ferry staff could not keep up. We finally docked in the heavily overcast, thick cloud cover and pitch black, dark wetness of the protected Tangier Ville. I cleared passport control without problem. Stamped in 24 June 2000, with a special six-month student visa.

Herb Striet, my in-country Morocco design study advisor, from Meknes, had written me to walk directly to the train station from the ferry because they were close. And if I had to spend a night, stay at the Almohades Hotel because it, too, was close. That seemed simple enough.

Until I left the fenced and barb-wired, official port customs and passport control. What was about to hit me, when I stepped outside of the safety of the government’s secure zone…

My footing was a bit unsteady. My “sea” legs were still rubbery even though I was walking on dry land. Then I saw, under a street light, posted at the Tangier Port gate, two military guards with machine guns. What? Why? Could that have been normal? Not cute—just weird.

But, as I passed the street light, within ten meters of the guards, from the shadows, the answers became clear when a surging swarm of truth inundated me. Not the comfort I had expected; I had arrived in Tangier, only to be smashed by a cross-cultural tsunami.

***


Tangier Streets

If you haven’t been there…

My land-legs were just returning when…

I was surrounded by guys…

Too many calling, “friend”? What?

Always shouting…

Was I under stress?

Definitely!

These words have described not nearly half of that noisy swarm.

Internally, I was unable to detach or analyze.

What to do?

I tried to pull back; but it was like swatting yellow-jackets. The fury intensified.

Many looked like youth everywhere in Europe. But unlike Europe… they all approached me to talk. Their voices all loud—spoken quickly without hesitation or manners. They were all speaking over each other, and all aggressive.

I heard good English…

Broken street English…

Mixes of four, five and six languages…

I paused to figure out what was going on, to try to be understanding of this strange behavior that suddenly had focused on me. No sooner did I pause than guys started aggressively tugging my arms to get my attention. Then I felt a hand on my bottom—only Sachy does that. I pushed away all the grabbing and touching hands and moved on… but they all returned as quickly as pesky flies. Not like this when I was in Morocco twenty years ago with my mom.

How could I know that any of these strangers was trying to help? I tried to talk with one.

He said, “I know Tangier. What you want? Hotels? Keef? Girls? Restaurant?”

That was enough for me. Each choice was like a “pick a door” game show. A stranger named the door and I had to gamble that behind the door would be found the same as he said. I felt a storm of potential danger. No games for me. I was already sick from the ferry trip. These guys made it worse. The unknowns were too much. And it was all in a darker reality.

Up ahead, I could see the train station close by; but on the way more shouting and pushing. I’d had my fill.

I looked off to the side wondering if all of Tangier was like my introduction. In the shadowy distance, I could make out only a steep hillside of crenelated walls and Moorish arch gateways—brightly welcoming? No way! Poorly lighted and darkly nightmarish.

The city and its public streets… the darkest. With every step, I continued to brush off guys trying to help me. I needed to get the train to Meknes.

All this happened non-stop as I walked the five minutes to the nearby train station. Too late. Train station dark and empty. No train until tomorrow morning. Bummer. Still at least fifteen guys rumbling about me outside the train station trying to “help” me.

“Hotel?”

“Guide?”

“Medina?”

“Kasbah?”

“Socco?”

“Hasheesh?”

Hardly could understand what most of them were saying…

Harsh sounds… arguing over each other… probably about what or who was going to have the right to redistribute my meagre wealth. Maybe my backpack acted like a flashing neon advertisement—money here!

Saw a big hotel sign about 150 meters ahead along the coast. Almohades Hotel, the one that Herb Striet had recommended. Guys followed me all the way, unrelenting…

“Hotel?”

“Cheap hotel?”

“Restaurant?”

“Good Moroccan food?”

Some were so persistent…

Too close for comfort…

Hands all over me…

Trying to be my friends!?

“You like hash…”

“You like keef…”

“You like girl…”

“You like boy…”

“Come with me, my friend…”

Were these really my friends? Said no thank you again and again but nobody stopped talking. I never thought that the urban landscape could be so off-putting—downright threatening—like gusts in a hurricane—they just kept coming. One after another after another—worse, they overlapped.

“Hotel half price…”

“Best price…”

“Clean…”

“Close…”

“Come, my friend…”

“Good Moroccan hotel…”

Too much. Couldn’t think. Too many strangers too close. Felt like I was living a bad dream. Guys trailed me right up to the hotel front door. The Doorman shooed them away. Relieved to get inside the Almohades Hotel. Fortunately, they had a room.

***


The Almohades

I needed space to myself.

I needed time to reflect.

I was sensually and emotionally overcome. There had been no attractive urban markets, no spicy aromas, just intense people crowding in and demanding my attention. I had just been overwhelmed by a strange street culture. I had to describe it as the worst kind of exotic urban landscape. Who were these people? The welcome wagon?

My head spun as I recalled the details. I had asked them politely not to grab at me but they just kept trying to push and pull me into a good deal. A good deal?! These guys were all strangers. If there were 150 tourists on the ferry, there must have been 300 guys—guys, no girls—milling about, waiting at the port to “help” us. Everyone was touching me. No one backed off. As I spoke politely to one, five others rudely interrupted me. Each shouting over the other. No one showed basic concern for my personal space. Very uncomfortable.

I had been taught at school to respect other people’s culture. I had assumed other people were taught the same. Somewhere along the line I grew up thinking that everyone, no matter what culture, country or religion, followed the simple golden rule: do unto others as you would have them do unto you. That hadn’t happened on my first night arrival in Tangier.

At the hotel front desk, I asked the night manager about the “pestering” I had just felt on the street. As if it was no big deal, he told me it was normal. Normal, I thought?! I asked about the train station and if it would be more peaceful in the morning. He told me it would be peaceful tomorrow. He added, if I was hungry, the hotel had an open restaurant, and if I wanted entertainment, there was a club in the back.

I thanked him and went upstairs to my room. The Almohades Hotel was on the west end of a coastal boulevard overlooking the port and beach on the Bay of Tangier. My room, on the third floor, had that view from its small balcony.

After checking out that view, I examined the room. The room was empty except for a single bed, a single wardrobe and a single towel in my bathroom. No furniture on the room balcony, nothing in the room minibar. Austere to extreme. Will somebody get me a cheeseburger!!

I was hungry, so, after I cleaned up with a much needed shower and shave, I went to the hotel restaurant for a cheeseburger and Coke. No cheeseburgers, but they did have hamburgers and Cokes. Hamburger and Coke were not part of Budgett Meakin’s 19th century in the book LazlÓ gave me in Algeciras. Meakin did, however, describe a 19th century hectic and intense street scene like I had just gone through.

The food actually calmed me, until they gave me the bill. $25 for a hamburger, Coke and fries. That, indeed, was 20th Century plus.

Went back up to my room. The spartan room gave me no distraction. I needed that. Right, I tried to convince myself that I was there to do my design study, not to make a sociological interpretation of street culture behaviors to foreign tourists. I tried to settle.

I would have liked to get in touch with Herb Striet, my in-country advisor, to talk through what had just happened to me at the Tangier Ville port. But Herb Striet was an old-school kind of guy. His only contact detail was a post office box in Meknes. He didn’t have a phone, landline or mobile. He didn’t have a computer. I could call him a Class A Luddite.

He, no doubt, had his reasons; but that didn’t make any difference. He wasn’t around the first I needed him. So, I just had to work through it myself. The hotel night manager said everything at the train station should go smoothly. Okay, his statement was encouraging. And I had a full stomach, a quiet room—settling began.

I had a folder with all of Herb Striet’s letters. I dug out my last letter from Herb Striet. In it he told me that there were two trains per day from Tangier to Meknes, normally in the morning but sometimes later. A five-hour ride, no changes.

I was still bummed. I had all but forgotten my hopes for the glorious Mediterranean Sea coast and Club Med suntans. Or had I? Nah, I was making a mistake to draw that conclusion so soon. I tried to put it aside. I had to buck up and do my study.
In one of his earliest letters, he wrote:

 

Tangier is filled with scum, human scum. Always been that way. Pirates are pirates. They are only romantic in books.

Tangier got a good turn when it became an independent International Zone in the early 1900s. But its big boost really came in World War II and following through the 1950s.

During those years, every Mo who had one dirham of smarts came to Tangier to take money from the tourists, the crazy infidels. The infidels arrive by the boatload every day and are so stupid they want to give their money away. No matter how much the infidels pretend to whine and protest, in the end the money changes hands and the Mo is victorious. That’s the public realm of Tangier.

 

I remembered that was a shocker. I took that letter to my mom and asked why I didn’t have any memories of stuff like that from our visit to Morocco 20 years ago. She said a couple things.

She said first of all that she thought Moroccans showed her respect because she was a mother with her young child, me. I was seven at the time. She also told me that we came and went to Morocco through Ceuta and Tetouan, never visiting Tangier. Also, she thought Mr. Striet sounded like a crusty, cynical old man.

So who was Herb Striet? That’s a long story and, in a way, it contradicts my mom’s opinion.

A year ago, when I researched the earlier students’ term abroad design study, I found the contact details of Herb Striet, the American landscape architect who had been their Moroccan in-country facilitator. The contact details were scant—a ten-year-old address for a post office box in Meknes.

On a chance, I sent him a postcard. On a chance, I got an answer back. Kismet. Letters ensued. Thus Herb Striet became my real-time connection to Morocco. My contemporary American connection to regional North African culture.

Herb Striet had lived in Morocco for a long time. In his letters to me he wrote that young, American, university-age students had been going to Morocco for decades. They had always fallen into two categories: drug-taking do-gooders; and Peace Corps for social change do-gooders. I read that and thought, not me. Do-gooding did not even enter my mind. I had a goal to become a professional landscape architect.

Be that what it may. Now I was in Tangier. Now I had been initiated to Tangier street culture, the Tangier urban landscape. And now I was exhausted.

Needed rest. Collapsed on the bed. Wondered if Meknes would be like tonight in Tangier. Had I just been welcomed to the real world of Morocco? 19th Century or 20th Century?

Before I knew it, I was asleep. Slept well, except for the flickering dreams… where hooded shadows emerged from the dark clammy rain… where strangers pretending to be my friends hassled me non-stop.
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3-Meknes—Something Different


La Gare et al.

Finally, I slept deeply. But after those threatening dreams, upon wakening, I felt disoriented.

I sat up in my bed. I was somewhere in between awake and asleep. The memories of last night’s street scene were filling me with a nauseating internal discomfort. I could only just sit there. Strange. I tried to think. I tried to analyze my way out of it. I needed to understand a reality that made sense.

I reviewed my last 18 hours. I had taken the ferry from Spain the day before and I was in Morocco, right? I asked myself, dream, or no dream? I was indeed in the Almohades Hotel in Tangier, Morocco. That was real. But the cloudy disorientation of my sensibilities was still weirdly hovering about me. Nevertheless, I had to start my day.

I washed, brushed my teeth and got dressed. Stepping out on my balcony, in the bright daylight and light drizzle, I could see more details of the waterfront. The coastal boulevard followed the edge of the curving, sandy-shored bay, the Bay of Tangier, and stretched much longer than I had imagined.

Looking out at the bay, I could see to my right, at the east end of the curve, far beyond the city edge, a treeless maquis-covered hill so typical of the Mediterranean landscape. I inhaled the humid misty air and yes it had that maquis blend of brooms, myrtles, fennel, rue, rock roses—what was it? Sweet, tangy, bitter, medicinal—whatever—the essence of health—I needed that.

For a moment, I forgot about the noxious street scene of the night before. Taking advantage of lungfuls of the Med’s herbal fragrance, I put on my landscape architecture hat and began a visual assessment of the urban edge along the Bay of Tangier. That was my work. I was comfortable with that. And finally the sour memories of last night dissolved.

On the landward side of the coastal boulevard, non-stop along its full length, I saw hotels upon hotels. They all had views that took advantage of the beach, the coast of Spain and the Strait of Gibraltar. In the middle of the boulevard there was, as far as I could see, a continuous strip of landscaped islands, prominent because of their stately double row of tall date palms—beautiful to see and enticing for taking a walk.

To my left was the train station, in municipal Art Deco style. It had a tall, nicely proportioned, rectangular central hall, with numerous full height vertical windows maybe three stories high. The exterior was rather plain, whitewashed, smooth concrete except for a textured, continuous, high relief, decorative band above the windows. That band was nicely done—an enlarged Art Deco derivative from interlaced geometric bands like I had seen at the Alhambra.

The train tracks ran east out of the train station between the street and the beach, past my hotel and continuing to my right. On the beach side of the tracks was a broad pedestrian-only promenade with alternate rows of date palms and shade trees—very urbane and European in feeling. On the beach side of the promenade, the sand began. Hey, I thought, maybe I would get my Med suntan.

I was feeling better until I saw a horticultural activity I had never before seen. I saw a construction crew planting a new row of date palms. Never seen anything like it. The 6-8 meter long date palms were stacked like telephone poles on a flat-bed truck. All of them were bare root and surprisingly without rootballs. They looked exactly like telephone poles. And they had no crowns—no feathery frond crowns. All the fronds had been pruned off except the newest, youngest, smallest two or three. Ugly they looked.

I planted a lot of date palms in SoCal when I worked there two summers earlier. We never planted them bare rooted, never without rootball. We never brought to a project date palms looking like slender, naked telephone poles.

My guess was it would be two, maybe three years before these date palm crowns looked healthy—with well established majestic date palm frond canopies. Maybe there was local horticultural validity; but I guessed local nurseries never grew date palms to be transplanted for immediate canopy effect.

Then I noticed people. I saw individuals and families walking. At 8AM, the promenade and boulevard were busy with those pedestrians—on their way to where? Work? The Port? The train station?

The station had only two platforms. At this early hour, from the outside, it looked a quiet train station with only one train. On the boulevard below me, I heard no human cacophonies like last night. I could hear only cars and delivery trucks. Not bad, quiet, as last night’s desk clerk had told me it would be, so I packed up my backpack and checked out of the hotel.

But as soon as I stepped outside, the bad dream returned. Real life became as if I was the piece of fresh meat that beckoned hungry flies. Bang, they were all around. Again too many guys, too close, repetitiously demanding my attention.

Never before had I felt the distasteful stirring that was welling up inside me. The night before I had tolerance at first; but that gradually dwindled. This day was different. No tolerance, no patience—only a growing disgust at the constant uninvited “helper” invasion of my space, my person. These guys on the street were just as aggressive as they had been the night before. They were determined to “help” me. Help me? I needed help but that was only because of them.

I felt a displacement occurring. It was like an internal slow motion earthquake. It was a drowsy dizziness as guys buzzed all around me. Disgust was metastasising slowly into, I had no other words for it, a gnawing madness. I didn’t understand it. What kind of urban landscape feature?

I came to describe it as a cross-cultural dissonance. All my facilities were numbed. Nothing worked. But I had a study to do. I barged through their non-stop pushing and hawking toward the train station.

I entered the station after passing by… what?!… another armed military policeman. My “helpers” did not enter, clearly put off by the no-nonsense, glaring machine gun man.

Once inside—believe it or not—I saw, by a factor of ten, a wilder crowd—a scrum at the ticket window, actually throughout the entire hall. A swarming madness and a madness of noise. When I tried to buy a ticket, it was like trying to enter a disturbed swarm of bees—don’t even think about it.

I backed away and observed. This Art Deco building was high ceilinged and felt as much like a fortress on the inside as it had looked on the outside. But inside it was a huge echo chamber. The noise roiled up and over again and again till it seemed to fill my entire body. All this from what must have been a core of nearly a hundred people in the swarm. I couldn’t believe my ears or my eyes. In a disturbed awe, I watched.

Everybody impatiently struggling toward one ticket window…

A boiling cluster of people strained in at the window sized for only one at a time…

At the window itself at least four people were forcing their heads through and screaming at the ticket seller…

And that was just the front row…

Eight more people were shouldering in on that first group…

Some looked rural, others looked urban, some in hooded robes, others in suits, all were men…

All were reaching over, shoving and shouting at the poor fellow selling tickets.

Behind the men, groups of women with children were all huddling in obvious, uneasy, uncertainty…

There was no air space between people…

Everyone was passionately contributing to the amplified echoes of a roaring guttural staccato.

People, having bought tickets, jostled to get from the ticket window to the platform. The disturbance increased in volume and intensity as the crowd squeezed, one by one, through the narrow ticket-checking gate out to the platform. The entire scene was more furious than any National Hockey League bitter grudge match brawl after both benches emptied out on the ice. Everyone was clustered together, everyone was bursting energy, everyone was pushing and shoving against someone else.

What was I seeing? Just people behaving badly… or was this normal here? What non-stop intensity of noise and physical pushing! What a welcome to Morocco! I took a moment to try to think it through.

Between this and the street scene, I was more than troubled. From my preparation reading, I had learned that people around the Strait of Gibraltar had always been a seething social pot with four cultural taproots struggling for firm foothold—Berber, Arab, African and European. I had thought it was hyperbole, but now, it wasn’t theory and history, it had become real—visceral, personal and complicated. I had experienced some kind of strange sociological storm. I did not understand any of it. This was to become my life in Morocco? I had to get past this tangled mess.

I missed the early morning train because the crowd was so hot.

But I had to get to Meknes, to find and talk with Herb Striet. Then slowly an idea formed in my head as I watched the crowd inside the train station dissipate as soon as the train left. I went to the ticket window and bought a first class reserved seat for the next train. There was a 10% surcharge for the “early advance” ticket. What the hell. Small price to pay.

When, still well before noon, the next train came in and emptied of the passengers, they opened the boarding gate. I was the first to climb aboard. The swarm was just getting started. Forty-five minutes later, my train departed. I was sitting quietly and peacefully. The drizzly rain had stopped and the clouds had begun to clear.

On the way to Meknes, nobody troubled me. A porter came by and asked if I’d like petit déjeuner or déjeuner, breakfast or lunch? I asked for breakfast and for $15 he served a small glass of freshly squeezed orange juice, a cup of black coffee and a croissant with apricot jam and butter.

My first food of the day. The black coffee woke me up. The orange juice refreshed me. And the apricot jam? Never had it before. A delight. Fresh-looking color. Sweet but not too sweet. It came from a small jar labelled “Produit du Meknes”. And that’s where I was going. I was feeling better, actually quite good as the train headed south and then inland.

I watched the rolling hills of a broad river plain, a rich agricultural countryside—lots of cultivation. I saw no irrigation system hardware. I concluded that, like the rain of the last days, nature provided the farmers with adequate water. Plants looked healthy. I truly relaxed. Finally. Having calmed inside, I noticed that the gnawing madness had disappeared. Thank God.

I took out Herb Striet’s three-month-old letter in which he had enclosed a passport-size photo of himself and a Meknes map to get me from the Ville Nouvelle train station to his apartment. I hoped he would clue me in on my unsettling arrival experiences in Tangier. Was this what I was going to have every day for my six-month study? I certainly hoped not; but I was cautious if not downright worried that I might meet a Tangier-like greeting as I arrived.

At the Meknes Ville Nouvelle train station only a small number of passengers disembarked with me. The large numbers remaining must have been going on another 60km, to the final stop, Fes.

As I exited the single platform at the station, I noted a guard, again with machine gun. No “helpers”, either. What a relief. I pulled out Herb Striet’s map one more time—right or left from the station? As I looked at the map, I heard a soft but clear voice, “Besoin de quelque chose, m’sieur?”

No pressure, just a quiet question. It was a “helper”. He was short, in his twenties and as close to a gentleman in his sport shirt and neat trousers appearance as anyone I’d seen yet in Morocco.

He continued, “Je m’appelle Hameed. Moi et mon cousin restons au Café Cyber Club de l’autre cote, au coin. Si t’as besoin de quelque chose, viens nous voir n’importe quel temps.”

“Thank you.” I said.

“M’asalama,” Hameed said.

That was all. As he walked away, I thought, that was easy. No pressure, he just asked if I needed anything and then told me where I could find him. Also, I was surprised that my French, so long dormant, handled his words.

After only a ten-minute walk from the train station, I found Herb Striet’s apartment building, the Beau Séjour. Along the way, nobody troubled me on the street—no swarms of “helpers”—so different from Tangier.

***


Beau Séjour

The Beau Séjour, with its pleasantly balanced building masses and curving corner details, was another Art Deco themed building. I found especially delightful the playful geometric design on its front door. Overall, it had three floors, ground floor and two floors above.

Judging from the floor massing, I figured three proper apartments on each of the two lower floors and four studios on the top floor. I climbed a flight of stairs to Herb Striet’s floor. I knocked once. No answer.

His was the only apartment with all the wood shutters closed. I knocked again, more forcefully, many times. Still no answer. Not a sound. What? No, I thought, it can’t be. I dreaded what might be. Disappointment already darkening me. Then I thought maybe he was out shopping or something. So, I looked around the rest of the building.

On the ground floor of the Beau Séjour, I found a 30-something American, Tom, lean and looking knowledgeable. I learned from him that he and his wife managed the apartments. He, also a Midwest American, listened to my story and predicament. Then he warmly invited me into his place and introduced me to his wife, Marcela.

They knew Striet, that’s how they called him. They told me that he had always been coming and going; but this time he had terminated his lease—moved out last month and was now in Tangier. Tangier?! I thought—okay—something ironic in there somewhere?! So, no Herb Striet… when I was already needing his help.

I explained to Tom and Marcela more details of Herb Striet’s role in my study, and my first 24 unsettling hours in Tangier. Fortunately, both Tom and his wife took sympathy on me. They offered me, at no charge, a furnished top-floor studio flat in the Beau Séjour while I sorted out what to do. Additionally, they suggested, if I wanted to make Meknes my study centre, they could let me stay in a furnished apartment in their building at a discounted ‘student price’, $200/month.

I told them I wanted to be on the Med and Tangier had become my preference.

“What’s the difference between Tangier and Meknes?” I asked.

Tom snorted. “Tangier is Europe—in a historically dirty morality way—dirty in more ways than one; and Meknes? Well, Meknes is an agricultural and quiet town. No pollution here. Your choice—moral pollution of Tangier or agricultural richness of Meknes.”

“It’s more than that,” Marcela added, “sure you have your Med climate in Tangier… but here… CJ you’re from the Midwest, right…”

“Yeah, that’s where I went to university…”

“Well, here we get cold winters, I’m sure that would make you feel at home… but the summers… we get what we call shergee…”

“Shergee?”

“From the Sahara, we get hot, dry, dusty winds all day and all night, 24 hrs/day, sometimes for as long as a week… everyone calls that wind, that weather, Shergee,” Marcela said. “Impossible to breathe. I can’t stand it. If you care about your health, you won’t like it. And the summer is just starting.”

“Can’t make any decision yet… got to get my study set up. That’s why I need to find and talk with Herb Striet.”

They told me Striet left no forwarding address. But there had always been rumors that he kept a small place in Tangier. And they’d heard that for most of his daytime hours there, he might be found at the Café de Paris.

No Herb Striet?! I had to repeat it to myself over and over. I had hoped he would be my anchor for the study. Someone to get me through the unknowns and disturbing cross-cultural weirdness. His absence was a blow.

Tom and Marcela were all that were giving me any balance. As he marked up a small tourist map showing me how to get from the Tangier Port train station to the Café de Paris, Tom said, “If you need to find Striet in Tangier, here is how you can start.”

That was helpful, but overall, things were going downhill. My first 24 hours in Morocco, in Tangier, had shocked me into some new cross-cultural reality that was nothing at all like I remembered back when I was here with my mom. And my last night and day were, when compared to my recent road trip of landscape sites in Europe, dissonant centuries apart. I was off-balance to say the least.

There was a knock on Tom’s door. Marcela welcomed a man who looked like a sporty professional administrator. She introduced Justin to me as Tom’s older brother. He was lean like Tom, but taller and looking to be in his late 40s, balding just starting to eat at his full head of hair. Tom introduced him further to me by saying that Justin was fluent in both the classical Arabic of the Koran and the regional Arabic dialect Darija.

I needed some background and Justin provided it. Outlining his local history, he said, “It had all started for me in Morocco in the Peace Corps… I came in the early years, the 70s… and now I am with the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) English Language Centres as Morocco National Director.”

Through continued conversation I learned Justin knew Morocco in depth. He kept a personal research centre in a bolt-hole apartment here at the Beau Séjour and regularly traveled to all the USAID Language Centres around the country.

Over dinner, he gave a short history of the bled Berbers, the hill and mountain people native to this country. He explained that there were three different Berber tribe roots and languages—one in the Rif, another in the Middle Atlas and the third in the High Atlas.

And here is what was new for me. Justin made clear that each of the three original Berber languages were incomprehensible to the others. I thought how confusing and wondered, from where do the roots of Moroccan culture come? This was the question that lodged itself deep inside me. I wanted to understand the strangeness I was experiencing here in Morocco. I must have been too young to perceive anything strange when I was here with my mom 20 years ago. I wondered where did it come from? And what was it?

Before I could ask my questions Justin added, “Meknes was originally all about the Meknassi Middle Atlas Berbers and the plentiful river, Oued Boufekrane, draining the Moyenne Atlas mountains.” He summarized the coming and passing of the Romans, the Middle East Arabs, the Moorish dynasties, then the Euros at the beginning of the 20th century—and finally liberation in 1956.

Then, believe it or not, came even weirder stuff I had never heard about. Justin and Tom went into disturbing detail about how, during the 1956 revolution for independence from the French, Westerners were beheaded. Not only beheadings, but their heads were displayed on long stakes in the main square of the Meknes medina, the Place El Hedim.

I recalled my recent talks with Don Rafael in Granada—about the 15th Century Abencerrajes and the Alhambra beheadings. Between those and these 20th century beheadings, I wondered, is that how these guys solve their serious misunderstandings?

Cutting heads off?! Meknes? Only 50 years ago?

Maybe that was why my mom gave me that Hand of Fatima good luck charm. Maybe she saw what I was too young to see.

I’d heard enough. I needed a good night’s sleep. I needed to think through what I had felt and heard in my first couple days, because none of it was positive for my term abroad design study.

Tom and Marcela led me to a furnished studio on the top floor. Tom even invited me for breakfast, made me feel comfortable—almost like home. I was thankful for meeting these expatriate Americans. Because of them, I felt relaxed as I washed up before taking rest.

When I laid down, I thought, aside from the hospitality of Tom and Marcela, it seemed like I’d just been through 48 hours of non-stop nightmares. I crashed—needed the sleep.
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4-Meknes Deeper


Ville Nouvelle

After an excellent night’s sleep, I woke to a sunny summer morning. Over coffee I told Justin, Tom and Marcela more about my study. I was frank. I told them I really wanted to be on the Med.

“But if I had to do my study here in Meknes… tell me more about the climate and other differences between Tangier and Meknes?”

“Mild, as you probably already know, Tangier is mild compared to here. We have climatic extremes not experienced in Tangier.”

“We can get snow in winter and in the summer like Marcela said last night, we get those shergees.”

“Tell me more about the shergees.”

“…weather systems influenced by the Sahara… the temperature stays above 30° all day and all night. Everybody hunkers down inside. Few people on the streets.”

“Marcela was right… it is dry, very dry and hazy. The haziness is from fines in the air…”

“Fines?”

“The fines are the finest desert sand and dust particles whipped up by the shergee winds from the Sahara. In fact, if you look at the Meknes medina, you will see it has that yellow shergee stain. Centuries of Sahara fines have been deposited on the walls.”

“Powerful, eh?”

“Definitely, powerful enough to push across the Middle and High Atlas mountains and still strong enough to cause days of hardship for people in this region,” Justin added.

“Nobody comes here for a suntan,” said Marcela.

“That’s Tangier… they used to have a Club Med up there,” added Tom.

“If you want mild and suntan, then the best place north of Essaouira is Tangier.”

“I hear you. That was my plan. I’ll stick with that plan; but I’m starved. Tell me about your typical breakfast, do you buy cereal, milk or do you eat eggs and I understand no bacon, no pork sausage…”

“That’s right, can’t find pork anywhere in the market, though there is a black market if you look hard enough… but stay away from anything black market, anything contrary to Islamic culture.”

“We have plenty of fresh food options… eggs, bread, butter, cheese, fruits… a lot of agricultural holdovers from the 50-year French occupation.”

They talked about food and asked if I liked donuts. I was surprised—hadn’t expected something that reminded me of home.

“Sure thing,” I said.

“Here they are called sfinj,” Marcela said, “and they are made fresh on certain street corners here in the Ville Nouvelle.”

I had a “fastfood” thing with chocolate and peanuts—M&Ms, the most popular. Some people call them “junkfood”.

Three months earlier, when I left the US for my bike trip in Europe, I brought some with me for snacking on the road. In addition to their enjoyable taste, I found even in Europe on my road trip, those chocolate covered peanuts felt like a comfortable cultural tether to the US.

But, gradually, I evolved, first with Belgian chocolate and hazelnuts, then pain au chocolat in France, then a step further with fried churros and hot chocolate in Spain. So now, with no chocolate, it might be sfinj—Moroccan donuts—would they become my fastfood favorite? Would they become an ersatz cultural tether—some kind of link back home?

They told me there was a guy on a street corner two blocks away, making sfinj to order every morning. Marcela sent out her Moroccan maid, who brought back a dozen donuts. Maid? I wondered… their life style was only middle class in appearance… nothing extravagant… tending rather to the austere. Only later did I learn they were saving money for their future.

Marcela sprinkled the donuts with coarsely granulated sugar and served them still warm, with Nescafe and Nido (powdered milk)—no chocolate, but an enjoyable breakfast, anyhow.

I had already spent the dirhams I got from Lazló, so, after breakfast, Justin and Tom took me to a local bank.

As we left the Beau Séjour, they pointed out, next door, the small local grocery store, called a bakal. It looked like a hole-in-the-wall. I remembered those hole-in-the-wall grocery stores from my earlier visit to Morocco with my mom—dreamy places.

“Do you want to step inside?” Tom asked. “Marcela was planning to pick some things up here on her way back home—maybe she can get them now.”

I was all for it. Marcela went to the counter and spoke with a short, thin worker guy there while we waited at the door.

The inside was just as I remembered it—always smelled of cumin, small as an oversized closet, everything stacked floor to ceiling, even hanging from the ceiling, no space unused and poorly lighted. Dreamy? I was in the dream!

As Marcela walked out she said, “Anything you’d need in a pinch, but the best quality fresh fruits and veg are in the Marché, just up the street about three blocks. I’m headed there now.”

We walked with Marcela to the Ville Nouvelle Marché. There we split—she for her fresh fruit and veg shopping, us to the bank.

At the bank, I changed an American Express traveler’s check into dirhams. Tom warned me to keep my wallet, my money, anything of value out of my back pockets. Secure everything of value, he said, in my front pockets or inside in a money belt. We left the bank and started a casual stroll around what I would call downtown in this urban agricultural centre the Meknes Ville Nouvelle.

I was interested to find out more about the town.

“You guys talk about medina and Ville Nouvelle, tell me more about them. I’m into urban landscape.”

“Villes Nouvelles are the new towns the French built after they occupied Morocco at the beginning of the 20th Century—all roads are wide, sized for motor vehicles, buildings flavored by Art Deco.” Justin said, “Medinas are the old parts of town, some 5 or more centuries old, that were built after the Middle East Arabs arrived 700 years ago—all paths are narrow, sized for pedestrians.”

“These medinas…” he continued, “have been respected as world cultural landmarks by the UN. So most of the large cities of Morocco have two parts that are geographically separated by one or two kilometers. In essence then you have two very distinctly different towns in each major city that the French occupied. Before the medinas, there were only the people of the bled, the country, the Berbers. And most of the Berbers are still country folk.”

We went to look for Marcela. As we arrived at the Ville Nouvelle Marché, I examined the scene. A one-story building from the outside but inside a high ceiling, open air, partially-covered courtyard with the open air end having a small rectangular undecorated water basin, around which cut-flower vendors sold their goods.

The rest of the vendors, all Moroccans—maybe 25 of them, sold fresh fruits and vegetables, some from open crates, others from carefully arranged pyramidal stacks. The courtyard smelled of fresh produce and sounded like hawkers’ paradise—everybody doing business—each vendor asking us to taste their sweet fruits. It didn’t take too long before we bumped into Marcela. She had her panier overflowing with greens—lettuces, beans, tomatoes.

Nobody was in my face. There was room to move around. The entire scene—colorful, vibrant, aromatic, exciting. This was more as I remembered from my visit to Morocco almost 20 years ago. I liked this market. From the donkey carts parked outside I concluded
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