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Offthebeatentrack,thisunusualbluemountain
town has a captivating Moroccon charm

TEXT BY RANJAN PAL

Visitors to Morocco can find a cool, relaxing reprieve from the busy medinas of Fez and
Marrakesh in the beautiful mountain town of Chefchaouen. Located just a few hours
by bus from Tangier and far enough off the beaten track to dissuade many tourists,
Chefchaouen is a quiet place which retains its quintessential Moroccan charm and so
is a magnet for travellers looking for something a bit more authentic. Its name comes
from ‘“chaouen’; which is the Berber word for the horns of a goat, and refers to the shape
of the two mountains overlooking the town. So it is often referred to as just Chaouen
by locals.

It is not its strange name, the beautiful and unique handicrafts sold by local craftsman,
or the delicious goat cheese that attracts the majority of tourists to Chefchaouen. It is
the blue-painted houses and buildings of the city, a tradition inherited from the former
Jewish inhabitants that has given the place an identity it boasts of. Although the old
natural blue dye tekhelet which has a religious significance and which is processed from
a species of shellfish, has long disappeared, blue is still woven into the cloth of their tallit
and painted on their homes by the locals. Walking through the blue streets of Chaouen
one is reminded of the blue sky above and it is as if heaven were reflected on earth.

EXPLORE

WH ERE TO STAY landing opening DAR ECHCHAOUEN

DAR GABRIEL HOTEL

Dar Gabriel
claims to be
arestored
boutique hotel

down to the

riad floor and

fountain. Three Setina walk from Place

more bedrooms, whitewashed Outa el Hammam
in Chefchaouen. another kitchen building with & Kasbah, a
Four of its seven and a chill out colorful tile work, 15th-century
bedrooms are space promise a Dar Echchaouen square. The
linked by a cedar great stay. isa 10 minute Moroccon decor

of the rooms
makes for a cosy
accommodation.
Suites also
feature living
rooms. The
property has
apoolanda
hammam.
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EXPLORE

In this town which has so many little
stories and hidden finds, it might not be
a bad idea to hire a tour guide even if you
like to do things on your own and normally
Start your day with an early
morning  stroll  through the
old medina which is not a complicated
labyrinth like Fez or Meskes so you can't
get lostt The really charming thing about
it is that unlike many of the larger medinas
in Morocco, it is still populated by a high

avoid them.
blue-walled

percentage of the city's residents so you
can see them going about their daily
lives much as they have for the last few

hundred years. People are friendly and

pleasant and you can stop and look at a
tourist map without being accosted by
faux guides and souvenir peddlers.

The shopping in  Chefchaouen s
one of its biggest tourist attractions. It
might not be as varied or as grand as in
Morocco’s imperial cities but you will love
the relaxed ambiance which allows you to
stroll at leisure and appreciate the local
leather  products, wool
woven products for which the place is
best known. Be sure to check these and

garments  and

other local handicrafts at the Ensemble
Artisanal and get some photos of the
typical blue-wash architecture. Stop by

Plaza Hata to purchase goat butter and
cheese or local mountain honey or you
can head to Plaza el-Majzen for more
typical souvenirs and regional handicrafts.
Most of the shop keepers have a relaxed
attitude and will not hassle you.
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Order lunch at a cafe near Plaza Uta
el Hammam, the main square in the
heart of the medina. The Plaza boasts
an ambiance which is a fusion between
Arab and Spanish influences and has a
wonderful selection of both street food
and restaurants. It is an ideal spot where

you can watch people walk by and
also admire the majestic Riz Mountains
which  overlook the city.  Afterwards
you can explore the Grand Mosque
and the Kasbah which dominate the

Plaza. The Mosque is well known for its
stunning architecture and its 15th century
octagonal shaped tower and was built
by the son of the town's founder, Ali Ben
Rachid. Unfortunately
tour inside as it is not open to non-
Muslims but the Mosque still makes for
impressive viewing from the outside and

tourists  cannot

the call to prayer which sounds five times
aday is an arresting experience.

Previous page: Narrow alleyway in Chefchaouen
Opposite page top: Children resting at the
Chefchaouen square; Opposite page bottom:
Traditional clay pots in the Souk of Chefchaouen
Right: A fruit market Below: Central city square
in Chefchaouen

There are no restrictions on entering
the Kasbah, the town’s walled fortress
restored in the 17th
century. Inside, you will find a beautiful
garden  which
a tranquil oasis of green offsetting
the flood of blue all around. There is

also a small ethnographic

which  was

Andalusian makes  for

museum

SSN= g I

which  boasts an unrivalled collection

of artefacts from pottery to musical
instruments from which you can learn
about the history and culture of the Rif
Mountains. Make a point of visiting the
art gallery which has some impressive
depictions of Old

the prison cells

Chefchaouen and
used during Spanish
rule. End your visit by climbing to the
rooftop of the Kasbah from where you

can get a panoramic view of the town.

i__ :
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EXPLORE

DAY 2

Chefchaouen, nestled at the base of the
Rif Mountains, offers several interesting
excursions and you can spend your
second day exploring the area. If you
feel like walking, a short hike south of the
medina will take you to an old abandoned
castle and mosque built on a hill and
dating back to the 1200s. You can climb
the minaret rebuilt by the Spanish for
some impressive views over Chaouen
and the valley below.

Another 15 minute walk outside of the
medina walls, this time to the east, will
take you to “Ras el Maa” (or “Head of the
Water”) which is a small waterfall.

Many locals gather here during the hot
months to cool off and there is a small
café nearby to relax with a coffee or tea.
Far more impressive are the Cascades
d'’Akchour but you will need to take a 30
minute taxi ride to get there. An attractive
tourist trail takes you to a beautiful series

airarabia.com

EATING OUT IN
CHEFCHAOUEN

The restaurants in main square
serve authentic Moroccan
food. So grabbing a seat in
any of the restaurants here is
more about people viewing
and overlooking the streets
than experimenting with the
variety of cuisine on the offer.
A good meal at one of these
restaurants can cost between
$5-8 per person. Restaurant
Chefchaouen is another place
slightly off the main square.
This place offers relatively
cheaper meals at $3- 6. The
staff is friendly and speaks
English, French and Spanish.
The place is worth a visit for
the food as well as the vibrant
and cool atmosphere it offers.




Opposite page top: Anchovy tagine, a
Moroccan dish; Opposite page bottom:
Men in a restaurant at the main
square; Right: A waterfall off Rif
Mountains

of small waterfalls where you can take
a dip in the crystal blue waters of the
rock pools. Make sure to look out for the
impressive Bridge of God, a natural rock
structure which spans the river.

If you have more time then hiking the
Rif ~ Mountains through  Talassemtane
National Park is a great option. Less well
known than the Atlas Mountains, but just
as beautiful and definitely less taxing,
these peaks rise to 2400 metres above
the Mediterranean and boast some of the
best hiking routes in North Africa. The
Park has beautiful cedar and fir forests
and is home to the Barbary Macaque
(which is a type of ape native to Morocco)
as well as several species of fox, jackal
and bats.

Back at the medina, you «can be
adventurous and scrub yourself down off
at a hammam, a true Moroccan experience
in cleanliness. Just off the Plaza Uta el-
Hammam is the public hammam if you
want to go totally cheap and cheerful.
Timings are different for men and women
and you will have to bring sandals, soap,
a shower scrub and a towel. For a more
luxurious experience, the Art du bien-étre
(Art of Good Living) in the same area is a
more upscale “spa” with massages, foot
soaks, facials, and exfoliations.

End your visit to Chefchaouen by
sampling  traditional ~ Moroccan  cuisine
at one of the finer restaurants in the
medina. La Lampe Magique overlooking
the Plaza Uta el-Hammam is a great
option because of its atmosphere.  Get
a table on the terrace overlooking the
crowds milling below and enjoy a quiet
candlelight dinner.  If the quality of the
food is the most important thing then go
to either Alladin or Al Kasbah for a wide
range of Moroccan favourites. @
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AIR ARABIA FLIES DAILY
FROM MARRAKECH

TO TANGIER. FROM
TANGIER IT TAKES

2HRS 10 MINS TO
CHEFCHAOUEN.




