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For my friend Ihssane Mounir –
A man who knows Morocco from the
inside out, and who bridges East and West
unlike anyone I have ever met.
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Introduction

OVER THE PAST fifteen years I’ve published a lot of material on Morocco – two travel books, a novel, and dozens of magazine articles, as well as introductions to books by others, radio broadcasts, videos, and all kinds of other work.

The more I’ve churned out about Morocco, and the more I’ve thought about that rare and magical land, the more I have realized that I know the country in a limited way.

The day you wake up and scream: ‘Oh my God! I don’t know the place I’m supposed to be an expert on!’ is a cherished moment. Reach that point and, like an apprentice carpenter, you can cross a threshold to a new realm.

The Magic Zone.

All of a sudden it’s as though you see clues that were hidden to you before. You find that you can take what you know and rotate it in your mind – as if you’re no longer restricted. For the first time, you see things in Cinemascope.

When I bought Dar Khalifa, a rambling old mansion in the middle of a Casablanca shantytown, I held on tight and prepared myself for a rollercoaster ride. That ride certainly came, jerking us left and right, up, down, and over and over in loops. Nothing that ever took place was what I expected.

For me, that’s the magic of Morocco.

In Europe I’m sometimes found moaning that it’s all so safe and predictable. You add 1 to 1 and you get 2. But, in Morocco, the same sum will give you a total of 5, or 2732, or 2.998, or sometimes even 2.

Rather like a one-armed bandit at an amusement arcade, you never quite know what the next sequence will be. On occasions you do of course come up with nothing – but more often than not, the result is an unexpected treasure trail of wonder.

As with travels anywhere in the Magic Zone, you have to be prepared to receive what’s on offer. Most travellers are never tuned properly to pick up the full bandwidth. For that reason, they don’t get given the entry pass into the Magic Zone. You have to earn it by grasping what your senses show you, and by flipping it inside out and back to front.

Retune your channels of perception, look at what’s being shot your way, and Morocco opens up. As with any place that I’ve come to know well, the joy is in the kind of thing only a local would ever notice.

If I could encapsulate Morocco in one such detail it would be this:

Stroll down any backstreet in Casablanca, or any other city in the kingdom, slow your pace, and look around.

Within a minute or two you’re likely to notice a scrap of bread up on a wall, or on a window ledge. A visitor probably wouldn’t see it. A Moroccan would see it and know why it was there.

The reason is this: the Prophet said that a beggar has as much honour as a rich man, and that as such he should not have to stoop to pick up a crust of stray bread.

For this reason, little crusts are picked up with care, dusted off, and put where they might be received by those in need.

Such details, that appear too insignificant to be noticed, are the essence of Morocco.
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The House of Jinn

1889

A GROUP OF boys were playing marbles in the lane, tossing them in the shade of a heavy wooden door.

They had chosen the spot as no one ever hurried past or demanded they leave.

People tended to stay well away from the narrow street altogether. Some said the building that lay behind the great wooden door was haunted. For this reason, it had become known locally as Dar Jnoun, ‘The House of Jinn’.

What most of those living in the medina, the old city, of Marrakesh did not realize was that the house had been constructed almost six centuries earlier by a Berber necromancer. So as to be left alone, he spread a rumour that the lane itself was possessed.

With no one watching over him, he set about constructing a mansion unlike any other in existence. Designing it on a grid inspired by mathematical divination, he mixed into the foundations sand from seven deserts and water from seven seas.

Each section was aligned with a necromantic force, corresponding to a specific constellation. Surrounded by a thick outer wall, the building was laid out in such a way as to harness occult energy.

For decades, the sorcerer lived in seclusion at Dar Jnoun, toiling away at the greatest work of divination ever written. Entitled The Supreme Book of Necromancy, the work was regarded as so powerful that reading a single page would cause the uninitiated to drop dead.

Only three copies were ever produced.

The first two were burned on the sultan’s orders – destroyed on a bonfire, along with the magician himself.

The third copy survived.

Having seen his fate during a necromantic séance, the sorcerer built an altar in a secret vestibule, beneath the house. Upon it, in a box crafted from narwhal tusk, he placed his masterwork.

Following the magician’s fiery end, Dar Jnoun was appropriated by the sultan, and presented to his grand vizier. Over the centuries, it was made available to a long roster of ministers, emissaries and visiting diplomats.

It just so happened that, on the morning of Hannibal’s arrival in Fez, the occupant of Dar Jnoun, a Prussian attaché, was found murdered as he slept.

The news was reported at once to the sultan who was holding court at the royal palace. Receiving Hannibal Fogg the next day, he decided to bestow the home as a gift – in gratitude for saving the life of his favourite son, Prince Osman.

As soon as the Prussian diplomat’s body and effects had been removed, the house was cleaned, exorcized, sprinkled with rose water, and made ready for its new owner.

Six days after his audience with the sultan, Hannibal arrived at the house. Officers from the Sharifian guard cleared the lane of marble-playing boys, and ordered for a magnificent carpet to be unfurled up to the door. Blowing trumpets and beating drums, the officers welcomed the Englishman to his new home.

Hannibal inserted the silver key – presented to him by Sultan Abdelhafid himself – into the lock and turned it. Pushing the door open, he felt a sharp blast of ice-cool air rinse his face.

Having stepped across the marble threshold for the first time, he stood stock still in the vaulted entrance. He sensed an inexplicable energy – as though past, present and future were somehow conjured into one.

Although he did not realize it, thirty feet below the very spot on which he was standing lay the magician’s secret vestibule.

Rooted to the spot, the silver key in his hand, Hannibal knew his life would never be quite the same again.
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Nasrudin-ness

A GREAT MANY foreigners have moved to Marrakesh in recent years, lured there by what my father called ‘The Mysterious East’.

My parents used to take us to the Red City as children, as a way of teaching us about Afghanistan. Thinking about it now, those journeys were very much in line with the ways of Nasrudin.

As we were growing up, Afghanistan was far too dangerous a destination, so we were presented with the next best thing – Morocco.

Our estate car zigzagged over the kingdom’s mountain passes, trundling through its deserts, having set off from Langton House weeks before. Vinyl suitcases strapped to the roof, with our gardener at the wheel, and with my father holding court beside him in the front – dishing out wit and wisdom to the captive audience.

‘Morocco is cut from the same cultural cloth as your homeland,’ he would expound. ‘As you see for yourself, there are mountains and deserts, proud tribal traditions, Islamic culture, and rugged history – all of it poised at a crossroads, just like Afghanistan.’

One of us would ask what the most important part of the mix was – the mountains or the deserts, or the tribes? We asked not because we were especially interested in the answer, but because it guaranteed to lead to what we liked best of all.

‘Rather like mutton do piazza, it’s a challenge to isolate one thing that stands above another.’ My father would think for a moment, his eyes tracing the line forming the distant desert horizon. ‘Stories are a reflection of everything.’

‘Stories, Baba?’

‘Yes!’ my father would gush. ‘Stories!’

‘Which stories?’

‘The stories of A Thousand and One Nights!’

A moment later, the misery of being crumpled up in the back of the Ford Estate would be replaced by a tale of heroism, lost love, and jinn.

As my father saw it, Marrakesh was a sanitized, accessible form of The Mysterious East. Back in the ’seventies, the Red City was reached by a long and uncomfortable journey over the desert. To arrive there was to have earned it.

These days, budget flights shuttle legions of hen- and stag-parties back and forth to Marrakesh, along with the well-heeled jet set, who live it up in palatial homes out in the Palmeraie.

Over the years we lived in Casablanca, the Red City provided a quick jolt of Morocco’s mysterious hinterland whenever we found ourselves tiring of the coast.

Since my first visits to the great central square of Jma el Fna, the so-called ‘Place of Execution’, Marrakesh has changed beyond all recognition. Most likely, my father would be horrified by the phoniness of it all. Then again, I think he’d have marvelled at the way Marrakesh has proved itself as the master of reinvention.

Over the years, I’ve made firm friendships, both with Moroccans and with foreigners living there. I’ve watched as their lives ebb and flow on the tide of international tourism. And, I’ve found myself observing a deeper layer… something that’s hard for me to express in words.

I’ll call it ‘Nasrudin-ness’.

It’s a kind of thinking that gets inside the heads of certain people at various times. A state of mind, Nasrudin-ness is not something taught in school, generally passed on by parents, or learnt from books. Rather, it’s an inside-out-back-to-front-ness, a kind of inverted take on the human condition.

Having been exposed to it since birth, many Orientals possess it. Some delight in it. Others do all they can to suppress it. More still live with it without knowing it’s inside them at all.

Unlike those who have been brought up with this revolutionary way of thinking, most Occidentals are knocked off-kilter when they first brush up against the back-to-front world. I’ve made a study of them reacting, observing it from the side-lines.

I have seen how foreigners assume Moroccans are trying to put them down or, to use an Anglo-ism, ‘are out to get them’. Railing against the inverted form of common sense, they frequently flounder, and have to be bustled on the first budget flight back to the grey zone.

Once in a while, however, you come across a foreigner who’s embraced Nasrudin-ness lock, stock, and barrel.

When I first met Sidi Mustapha, he had just arrived in Marrakesh, having moved to the city from a mill-town in Yorkshire.

Back then, he was known as ‘Philip’. Dressed in a leather bomber jacket and jeans, he looked like the most normal man in the world – which is exactly what he was.

Reserved and self-effacing, he was exceptionally quiet – so much so that my friends in Marrakesh pointed him out.

‘He’s a weirdo,’ said one, spotting him in a café.

‘I’d give him a wide berth,’ grunted another.

‘Maybe he just needs time to find his feet,’ I replied.

I asked where he was living.

‘In the Mellah – he’s bought a house.’

A month or two later, when I turned up in Marrakesh again, I happened to be sitting in the same café with the same friends as before. I had forgotten about our previous conversation, so it took me a moment or two to know what my friend meant, when she exclaimed:

‘He’s gone native!’

‘Who has?’

‘Philip from Yorkshire.’

‘Who?’

‘Him!’

I followed the line of my friend’s finger, and spotted the back of what looked like a Moroccan man. He was wearing a jellaba and sandals, the fingers of his right hand counting through the beads of a rosary. As I was leaving, I saw that it was indeed the man from before.

Another couple of months slipped by and, when I visited Marrakesh again, my friends showered me with tales of Philip the Yorkshireman.

‘He’s insisting that everyone calls him “Sidi Mustapha”,’ a friend explained.

‘Has he converted?’

‘No, don’t think so. Says he just likes the name.’

‘He’s supposedly living the life of a dervish,’ another friend informed me.

‘He’s walking everywhere, doing things as they might have been done centuries ago,’ said another.

‘Really does sound as though he’s converted,’ I replied.

Later, I heard from someone else how Sidi Mustapha had decided to build a palace on the outskirts of Marrakesh.

Suppressing the urge to question why a supposed dervish would want a palace, I returned to my home in Casablanca.

A few more weeks slipped by, and I was back in the Red City once again – on the trail of brass lamps. One of my friends suggested I ask Sidi Mustapha.

‘He knows all about lamps,’ she said.

‘Does he?’

‘Yes.’

‘How d’you know?’

‘Because he was seen buying loads of them in the medina.’

‘Why so many?’

‘For the palace he’s building,’ said my friend.

So, not quite sure if it was the right thing to do, I approached him that afternoon in the café we both frequented.

This time he was wearing a different jellaba. Patches had been sewn crudely all over it, denoting his standing as a dervish.

‘I’ve read your book,’ he said, once I had introduced myself.

‘Which one?’

‘The Caliph’s House.’

‘Like it?’ I asked enquiringly.

‘Not bad,’ the undercover Yorkshireman responded in such a way that I felt the book had missed the mark.

‘I hear you’re the man to ask about brass lamps,’ I said.

Sidi Mustapha’s fingers counted the rosary beads all the faster.

‘I’ve bought a lot of them,’ he confirmed.

‘Heard you’re building a palace.’

‘Yes. The Palace of the Four Winds.’

‘I heard you’re a dervish.’

‘I’m doing my best.’

‘Great,’ I said. ‘That’s a lot to have sunk your teeth into.’

‘A man must do something,’ replied Sidi Mustapha.

The next time I visited Marrakesh, I drove out to the edge of the Agafay Desert, where the Palace of the Four Winds was going to stand.

As rocky as it was beautiful, the landscape was like something out of a child’s fantasy.

Sidi Mustapha toured the vast site with me. As we crisscrossed it, he explained where the main building would be constructed, and then described how the gardens would be a representation of Paradise. After that, he explained how the furniture was being made to measure for the palace.

‘When’s the team going to start building?’ I asked.

‘Team?’

‘You know, the workers. The guys who’re going to do it all.’

‘There isn’t a team.’

‘But… but… but who’s going to build the palace and make the furniture?’

‘I am,’ replied Sidi Mustapha.

As though having stepped into a time tunnel, I flapped about, waiting desperately for the man from Yorkshire to break into laughter and slap me on the back.

But he didn’t.

Looking at me, he smiled.

‘I will do it little by little,’ he said.

‘Little by little? That’s great… at least with most things,’ I responded in alarm. ‘But surely building palaces in the Agafay Desert needs more than little by little?’

Fearing I’d spoken out of turn, I rallied my enthusiasm and exclaimed how incredibly wonderful it would all be once it was done.

‘Maybe if you wish very hard, it’ll be like in the story of Maruf the Cobbler,’ I said. ‘He dreamed of a vast treasure caravan coming towards him through the desert. Such was his belief, it actually arrived.’

‘Maruf the Cobbler was published in Caravan of Dreams by Idries Shah,’ said Sidi Mustapha.

I nodded.

‘That’s right.’

‘Have you read it?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘My father dedicated it to us all.’

The Yorkshireman’s face blushed redder than any other face I have ever seen. It went so red I wondered whether it would ever return to its usual pale hue.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ he spluttered, hyperventilating.

‘Tell you what?’

‘That your father was Idries Shah of Caravan of Dreams?!’

‘Because it’s not relevant,’ I replied.

In silence, Sidi Mustapha grasped my hand and led me towards a large home-made shed at the end of the property.

Reaching it, he slipped inside and rooted around.

A moment or two later, he emerged with an extremely ornate wooden chair, upholstered in emerald green.

‘I would be proud for the son of Idries Shah to sit on this,’ he said.

‘Thank you,’ I replied, sitting down.

The Yorkshire man paced around the
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