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Enjoy your fill of local colour
MOROCCO’S MAGICAL BLUE TOWN
OF CHEFCHAOUEN IS A WELCOME
ANTIDOTE TO MANIC MARRAKECH
PAUL EWART

B

lue. A sea of varying
shades. Blue streets,
blue walls, blue
houses, blue doors …
you get the picture.
Chefchaouen would
win hands down if
Morocco held a contest for the prettiest medina.
While most of the country’s
annual 10-plus million tourists
head for Marrakech, Morocco
has much more to offer and
Chefchaouen is one such gem.
A mixture of distinctive
architecture, indigenous culture and striking landscape,
this town could come from the
pages of a story book. Indeed,
everything about this bohemian mountain enclave is offbeat. A longtime favourite for
visiting hippies, primarily
thanks to the easy availability
of hashish (or “kif” as the locals
call it), there’s a distinct laidback vibe not found in other
Moroccan cities.
Nestled in the Rif mountains, about 1500m above sea
level inland from Tangier, the
blue-rinsed town clings to the
steep hillside against a backdrop of dramatic peaks. It’s
from these peaks that Chefchaouen gets its name, specifically the twin peaks likened to
goat horns by the Berber natives thousands of years ago
(Chefchaouen means “look to
the horns”).
Passing through the medina’s ancient walls, the temptation to reach for your camera
hits instantly. The labyrinthine
streets are a photographer’s
dream: tiny stray cats silhouetted against old door frames;
elderly Berber men shuffling
down alleyways in conical djellabas; dreamy, colourful spicefilled souks; warm circular
loaves of bread baking in large
communal ovens and cheeky
local children chasing one
another down twisting, turning
in the blue-soaked streets.

There’s a Kodak moment
around every corner. Speaking
of which, the 15th century kasbah off the town’s main square
has a sweeping view of the
town and its dungeons. Next
door you can admire the
Grand Mosque, well, its exterior anyway (non-Muslims may
not enter) and wherever you
are in the medina you’ll be able
to see the bright white Spanish
Mosque perched high on a hill
just east of town.
Spanish colonialists started
restoration work on the
mosque in the 1920s but it
wasn’t until 2010 that it was
opened to the public. If you feel
like some retail therapy, head
into the thick of the medina.
There’s a noticeable absence of
hustlers, which makes shopping here far more relaxing
than elsewhere in Morocco.
Traditional crafts produced
by Berber tribes in the surrounding Rif mountains make
the best buys, particularly tex-

tiles. Wool and cactus silk and
vegetable-dyed rugs are handembroidered by Berber women
and often incorporate signature tribal “tattoos”. You can
also order a pair of “babouche”
— soft, leather custom-made
slippers, but you’ll wait a few
days for them.
A gateway to the surrounding mountains, the city is a hub
for outdoor activities. If your
legs aren’t already lame from
walking the steep alleyways,

The mountain town of Chefchaouen, Morocco, is steeped in tradition; (below) most of the houses, walls and streets are
painted a vivid blue and the souks are lined with stalls of Berber pottery and ceramics.

try a hike. If you don’t feel like
tackling the more strenuous
route take an idle stroll outside
the medina to the waterfalls of
Ras El Maa, where locals cool
off and do their laundry.
Back in town there are a few
traditional baths which offer
the perfect post-hike scrub
down. They’re reminiscent of
ancient Rome and if you’ve
visited the baths in Pompeii
you’ll see the similarities. Some
have been open for almost 500

years and for a tiny sum you
can follow in the footsteps of
centuries of bathers.
When it comes to eating
out, unlike the cities of Fez,
Casablanca and Marrakesh, diversity of cuisine and fine dining isn’t on the menu but good,
basic Moroccan staples are.
Tagines and couscous are
ubiquitous. La Lampe Magique
Casa Aladdin is just off Plaza
Outa el Hammam and offers
great views from its rooftop

terrace and on cold evenings, a
welcome open wood fire.
Adjacent to the kasbah,
Chez Hicham is a great venue
to try the signature “pastilla”,
or Moroccan pigeon pie, made
with flaky pastry and topped
with toasted almonds.
But no matter where you
eat, one way to absorb some
local colour is to do as the
natives do. Pull up a chair in
one of the cafes on the bustling
main square and order a glass
of “Berber whiskey”, otherwise
known as mint tea. For the
uninitiated it’s best to opt for
no sugar — unless you want to
bring on early onset diabetes.
And if you’re going to pick a
time of day to do it, then sunset
is it. It’s at this time, when the
evening call to prayer fills the
air and the sun burns red over
the distant mountains, covering everything in a golden hue,
that this unique city is truly at
its most magical.
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CHEFCHAOUEN
GETTING THERE
Etihad Airways offers
daily one-stop
connections to Casablanca
from Sydney via Abu
Dhabi. Call 1300 532 215
or visit etihad.com.
From Casablanca, Tempo
Holidays can arrange
private transfers to
Chefchaouen. Go to
tempoholidays.com.au
STAYING THERE
Perched above the
medina yet within an easy
walk of its heart, Riad dar
Echchaouen offers the
best view in town. Plush
rooms and individual
villas are staggered up
the hillside amid the
riad’s tropical gardens.
See darechchaouen.com

The writer was a guest of Tempo holidays
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� Special vintage steam train excursion
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