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TAFRAOUT
     By Wailana Kalama
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                                arket day in Tafraout 
means stall after stall, lined up in rows like 
grapevines in a vineyard. Vendors sell 
tapered babouches and silver bracelets 
under shades of bright blue tarpaulin. I’m 
sitting on a mat next to Hosseine, a young 
vegetable seller in a blue jacket. His black 
eyes are all charm, his weathered hands 
running through carrot leaves. He packs a 
handful of zucchini into a plastic bag and 
places it on a scale, measuring it against a 
small iron weight, trusting it to tell him the 
bag’s worth. As I watch, women in their 
embroidered djellaba robes come by to 
tease him in Darija. He answers in short, 
smiling quips, and they rush away in a 
cacophony of bangles and laughter. 

I am in my element: arid desert, red-tinted 
boulders, palm trees everywhere I look. 
Tafraout is a small mountain town in the 
Ameln Valley, in the southwest arm of 
Morocco. It seems far from everything: a 
red oasis, more than a hundred miles from 
the nearest city of Agadir. The daily call 
to prayer is gentler, and people 
seem warmer, here than in other 
towns. Buildings, four-story 
skyscrapers made from clay the 
color of fading auburn, cluster 
together like puzzle pieces. 
Above them, a towering rock face 
looms like a sentry: the Lion’s 
Head, or Napoleon’s Cap, 
depending on whom you ask. 

M
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Once a French military base, Tafraout is now 
the main market town for the 20-odd Berber 
villages burrowed into the majestic massif Jebel 
el Kest. In the valley, lying along a snaking 
road, are smooth-edged boulders, sandstone 
cliffs and jagged quartzite peaks. I can’t quite 
speak to what brought me here. On a road 
trip down the western coast, I trekked to see 
the pottery of Safi, the blue fishing boats of 
Essaouira. Tafraout was an afterthought, a 
brief stop that unexpectedly turned into a few 
days. A few days of quiet. Difficult to reach and 
far from main cities like Casablanca, tourists 
are few and shopkeepers serene. For many, 
Tafraout is nothing more than a detour on the 
way to the Sahara Desert, but for me, it’s the 
place in Morocco where I feel most at ease. I 
had meant to stop for just a night and then hit 
the sand dunes, but as I began to uncover this 
red valley, one day stretched into many. 

Hosseine says a few words to me in French, 
but for the most part, he’s shy. Before long, his 
boisterous friends Kamal and Ibrahim pass by 
to banter and share jokes. Kamal brings out 
his camera and shows me videos of himself 
skiing at a nearby resort in the Anti-Atlas. 
Ibrahim asks me to marry him and, undaunted 
by my polite refusal, thrusts two jars of orange 
blossom honey and a package of tea into 
my hands. “For the road,” he says in French. 
“Shukran bezef,” I thank him, over and over, 
not sure what else to say. 

IT’S THE PLACE 
IN MOROCCO 
WHERE I FEEL 
MOST AT EASE
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Since it is around a 1,000-meter 
elevation, it’s best to head to 
Tafraout on the cusp seasons: 

October. Or visit during one of 
the two great festivals: the Almond 
Blossom Festival, in the second 
week of February, complete 
with live Berber music and dance; 
or the Tafraoute Summer Music 
Festival, a three-day event in 
August that draws musicians from 
all over Morocco. 

WHEN TO GO
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I have encountered Moroccan courtesy before, 
but in Tafraout, it seems to come with casual 
charm. As I walk by in heavy boots over the 
dusty streets, people smile warmly but don’t 
impose. The old rug seller who rents a bike out 
to me shows off his carpets with pride, hoping 
for but not expecting a buy. They are thick and 
hefty, patterned with russet diamonds and 
eight-pointed stars — the seal of the prophets. 
As I hop onto the bike, he motions me closer 
and draws out a small brown necklace with 
what looks like a tiny nautilus fossil stamped 
onto it. To my surprise, he gives it to me as a 
keepsake. Touched, I promise him emphatically 
to return the bike the next day without harm. 

Ameln Valley, with its sheer cliff faces and red, 
rocky terrain, is meant for adventure. The tourism 
office sells maps of off-road hiking and biking 
routes in French. Rugged peaks and angled 
rocks make a playground for climbers, and the 
massive granite eggs, stained bronze as if with 
henna, are ideal for bouldering. I set out on a 
30-km (18-mi) circuit of the valley, my muscles 
groaning in the heat. I pass villages carved 
from clay, nearly empty, as most residents 
have moved to the cities. They’re like miniature 
versions of casbahs, square boxes leaning 
into the hill. I wander past an old abandoned 
quarry, scraggly trees full of squirrels, a 
crumbling wall. At one point, I climb into a 
dry riverbed to take a break in the shade. A 
goatherd calls to his goats in Tamazight, the 
local Berber tongue, and disappears down the 
hill. Lunch is a picnic on the hillside between 
shrubs. I wolf down canned sardines, khobz (a 
loaf of thick bread), and a soft cheese in little 
triangles, La vache qui rit (“The Laughing Cow”). 
The air smells heavy, as if the clay in the earth 
somehow clings to it. From my vantage point on 
the face of the cliff, I can count 25 little villages. 

This is Berber country, and signs to hilltop 
granaries and olive presses are in Tifinagh 
script. Names of the villages jump out at you 
like grasshoppers: Tagoudiche, Tirnmatmat, 
Oumesnat and Emintizket. None are Arabic. 
At Tazoulte, I hear, lies an ancient Jewish 
cemetery — though the community it belonged 
to is long gone. 

It takes me the whole day to cycle the circuit, 
and I make frequent stops. Just on the edge of 
Tafraout, there’s a troupe of parked campers. 
Their license plates reveal their origins: 
Germany, France, Britain. Two children, 8 or 
9 years old, kick around a soccer ball. I bike 
onward to the Roches Peignes, or Painted Rocks, 
a collection of massive, multicolored boulders, 
the handiwork of Belgian artist Jean Verame. 
In 1984, he and a team of 20 local firemen 
hosed down the rocks in vibrant blue, purple, 
orange and pink hues. Apparently similar ones 
rest in Sinai and in Texas. Today, they’re one 
of Tafraout’s main sights, and they somehow 
fit in the otherwise sand-colored landscape. 
Clambering in and out of the rocks’ shade, I spy 
a seashell. It must be a relic from a time when the 
valley was submerged underwater, as it’s a two- 
to three-hour drive from any beach. 

AS I WALK BY IN 
HEAVY BOOTS 
OVER THE 
DUSTY STREETS, 
PEOPLE SMILE 
WARMLY BUT 
DON’T IMPOSE.
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MOROCCO
DESERT
Marrakech – Ouarzazate – Ait Ben Haddou 
village – Dades Valley – Todra Valley – 
Merzouga dunes / Erg Chebbi – Marrakech. 
Enjoy two to three nights in Marrakech. Hire a 
car for a three-day adventure into the desert from 
Ouarzazate, stopping at Ait Benhaddou, the valleys 
and gorges. Camel-riding at Merzouga dunes, one 
overnight at the town and one overnight with Berber 
nomads. Then it’s a quick drive back to civilization  
and Marrakech. 

SEASIDE
Tangiers – Chefchaouen – Asilah – Rabat – 

Essaouira – Marrakech. 
Follow the coastal route southward from Tangiers. 
Drive first to the blue city of Chefchaouen, then 
onward along the Atlantic coast through sleepy Asilah, 
bustling Rabat and famous Casablanca. Visit El Jadida 
with its Portuguese cisterns, and Oualidia, Morocco’s 
oyster capital. Stop to see the traditional potters at Safi 
and the blue fishing boats at Essaouira. Drive back up 
through Marrakech. 

CULTURE & CITIES
Casablanca – Marrakech – Fez – Volubilis – 
Meknes – Rabat. 
Drive through the main cities of Morocco: timeless 
Casablanca, magical Marrakech, and dye-rich Fez, 
as well as the smaller towns of Meknes and Moulay 
Idriss, and the Roman ruins at Volubilis. Wrap up your 
journey exploring the seaside medina of Rabat. 

3
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ROAD TRIPS  
IN MOROCCO:  
A BRIEF GUIDE
Car rental in Morocco is relatively cheap, especially when 
compared with European or American prices. Though public 
transport is excellent in terms of availability, nothing quite beats 
exploring a new country at your own pace. 

 but you 
can forgo most risks by booking through an international reseller 
such as Autoeurope. Prices are fairly low and you do have the 
added security of a third-party company intervening on your 
behalf, should unexpected hiccups come up. Make sure you 
purchase insurance from your provider, as some roads can be 
tricky, particularly on offbeat paths like those in Tafraout. 

Moroccans drive on the right side of the road. Pick up 
a road map before you depart, or make sure you have a 
way to access an offline map on your phone, as data can be 
unpredictable. Morocco is fortunately well-equipped in terms 
of petrol stations in most places — but keep yourself stocked 
in more wild areas such as Merzouga. Note that in Morocco, 
diesel is cheaper than petrol — so while you may pay more 
upfront to rent a diesel car, you’ll pay less for gas. 

As dusk settles, I climb back into Tafraout, 
exhausted, looking for the nearest hammam 
to wash off the day’s dirt. I wander back 
toward my hotel and lock up the bike. I can 
hear voices from the rundown corner deli 
cheering at the soccer match playing on the 
flat-screen TV. When I stop to ask a shopkeeper 
for moisturizing cream, he mournfully shakes 
his head, but then offers me a small cylinder 
from his personal stash. I thank him, but when I 
draw out my dirham bills, he waves me away. 
“Mashi mushkil,” he says, trying to hide a 
smile. No problem. 

BUT WHEN 
I DRAW OUT 
MY DIRHAM 
BILLS, 
HE WAVES 
ME AWAY


