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Back in 1964 after attending weather school and goofing off (playing basketball) for two years at Lakehurst, N.J., the Navy decided it was time for me to go to work.  I requested shipboard duty but the Navy decided to send me to the Fleet Weather Central at Kenitra, Morocco in Northern Africa instead.  I had received a Top Secret clearance before going there so I could work in the Crypto section.  Our job was monitoring the weather over the Soviet Union (Russia) just in case we ever had to go to war against them.  Remember, this was back in the “Cold War” days.  We actually had spies in Russia who would release weather balloons and transmit weather data to us.  It was an interesting job.  I was only at Kenitra for a few months before the Navy decided to move the Fleet Weather Central to Rota, Spain.  I thought this was a great idea because most of the people in Morocco I met off-base were unfriendly, unwashed, and a bunch of thieves.  The French and Portuguese people living in Morocco were okay but some of those Arabs would steal anything they could get their hands on. The main thing I wanted to do during my stay in Morocco was to ride on a camel and I did this a couple of times. I rode the camels into the Sahara Desert from the resort city of Marrakech.  I also got a chance to visit a few other cities which included Rabat, Casablanca, and Tangiers.
Morocco, officially called the Kingdom of Morocco, is a country located across the Strait of Gibraltar on the Mediterranean and looks out on the Atlantic from the northwest shoulder of Africa.  Algeria is to the east and Mauritania to the south. On the Atlantic coast there is a fertile plain and the Mediterranean coast is mountainous. The Atlas Mountains, running northeastward from the south to the Algerian frontier, average 11,000 feet in elevation.  Most of the people live west of the Atlas Mountains which insulates the country from the hot Sahara Desert. Morocco has a population of nearly 35 million and an area of 172,402 sq. miles. It is comparable in size to Iraq, and is a little larger than California. The capital is Rabat, and the largest city and its main port is Casablanca.  Fez is the cultural and religious center and Marrakech is a major tourist center. Tangier is the gateway to Morocco from Spain and also a major port. 
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Here are a few more facts about Morocco:

Life expectancy is 71.5 years
The monetary unit is the Dirham

The ruler’s name is King Muhammed VI

Languages include Arabic (official), Berber dialects, and French
The primary ethnicity/race is Arab-Berber with 99%

The primary religion is Islam with 99%

The literacy rate is about 52%

Per capita income is about $4,100 with 10% unemployment

History of Morocco
The area of present-day Morocco has been the home of the Berbers since at least 8000 BC.  They probably arrived at roughly the same time as the inception of agriculture in the region. Morocco was annexed by Rome as part of the province of Mauritania until the Vandals overran this portion of the declining Roman Empire in the 5th century.  By the seventh century, Islamic expansion was at its greatest. The Arabs invaded North Africa in 670 AD bringing Islam. The land was rarely unified and was usually ruled by small tribal states. Conflicts between Berbers and Arabs were chronic but eventually most of the Berbers converted to Islam. In 1660, Morocco came under the control of the Alawite Dynasty. The Alawite Dynasty is part of the Sharifian Arab Dynasty—descended from the prophet Muhammad—and still rules Morocco to this day.  

Successful Portuguese efforts to invade and control the Atlantic coast in the fifteenth century did not profoundly affect the Mediterranean heart of Morocco. After the Napoleonic Wars, France showed a strong interest in Morocco and the Treaty of Fez (signed on March 30, 1912) made Morocco a protectorate of France. By the same treaty, Spain assumed the role of protecting power over the northern and southern Saharan zones.

After World War II, most Moroccan people and political parties wanted independence.  Morocco received its political independence from France on March 2, 1956. Through agreements with Spain, Moroccan control over certain Spanish-ruled areas was restored. The internationalized city of Tangier was reintegrated with the signing of the Tangier Protocol on October 29, 1956. Morocco annexed the Western Sahara during the 1970s after demanding its reintegration from Spain since independence, but the final resolution on the status of the territory remains unresolved. 
I will complete the Morocco history with the story of the Navy base where I was stationed - Port Lyautey which was later renamed to US Naval Air Station, Kenitra.
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	Kenitra Air Terminal and Fleet Weather Central
	Yes – that is me


Port Lyautey lies on the Sebou River near the Atlantic Ocean on the route between the capital city of Rabat and the northern coastal city of Tangiers. It was established in 1912 by Louis Hubert Lyautey, Morocco's first French resident general, as a military fort. The French built a new town and artificial harbor and in 1933 the town was named Port Lyautey. When Morocco achieved independence in 1956, the town was renamed Kenitra.

The French military base at Port Lyautey was used by United States military forces during World War II and was expanded to a major US Naval Air Station in 1951. The original airbase was captured by one American Destroyer and an Army Raider team in World War II. The Destroyer Dallas came up the Sebou River, silenced the shore batteries with its guns, and landed the raider team which in turn captured the airfield. 

During the 1950's, the base served as a major platform for U.S. Navy anti-submarine, electronic countermeasure and transport squadrons in support of 6th Fleet Operations. It was supported by a Marine Detachment, rotating Seabee Battalions and two Naval Communication Stations. The French maintained a presence on the base which included an air squadron, army detachment, navy detachment and until Moroccan independence, a unit of the French Foreign Legion. 
The base began its operational decline during the 1960's when the King of Morocco refused to extend the lease on the base and ordered all American forces, including the US Air Force bases at Nouasser and Sidi Slimane, out of the country. The Naval Air Station was turned over to the Royal Air Force of Morocco and the last of US military personnel departed the base in 1977.
Let’s take a closer look at some of the cities I visited during my stay in Morocco.
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Casablanca is a city in western Morocco, located on the Atlantic Ocean. With a population of 3.4 million, Casablanca is Morocco's largest city as well as its chief port.  The Port of Casablanca is one of the largest artificial ports in the world. It's also the sixth biggest city in the entire continent of Africa. Casablanca is considered the economic capital of Morocco because it is the heart of Moroccan business. It is also the home of the primary naval base for the Royal Moroccan Navy.  And lastly, Casablanca is the site of the famous movie with the same name staring Humphrey Bogart and Ingrid Bergman.
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	Downtown Rabat
	Tangiers


Rabat has a population of about 1.6 million people and is the capital of the Kingdom of Morocco. The city is located on the Atlantic Ocean at the mouth of the river Bou Regreg. Tourism and the presence of all foreign embassies in Morocco serve to make Rabat the second most important city in the country after the larger and more economically significant Casablanca.
Our Fleet Weather Central basketball team went to Rabat to play a “good will” game with one of the local universities. When we got there, we found out that the game was to be played outside on a street in downtown Rabat.  The temperature was about 120 degrees in the shade but we still won the game by 20 points. 
Tangiers lies on the North African coast at the western entrance to the Strait of Gibraltar where the Mediterranean meets the Atlantic Ocean. It has a population of about 700,000. The history of Tangiers is very rich due to the historical presence of many civilizations and cultures starting from the 5th century BC. Nowadays, the city is undergoing rapid development and modernization. Projects include new 5-star hotels along the bay, a modern business district called Tangier City Center, a new airport terminal and a new soccer stadium. Tangiers has been reputed as a safe house for international spying activities. The city has also been a subject for many spy fiction books and films.
The Sahara ("The Greatest Desert") is the world's largest desert. At over 3,500,000 sq miles, it covers most of Northern Africa, making it almost as large as the United States or the continent of Europe. The desert stretches from the Red Sea, including parts of the Mediterranean coasts, to the outskirts of the Atlantic Ocean. To the south, it is delimited by the Sahel: a belt of semi-arid tropical savanna that comprises the northern region of central and western Sub-Saharan Africa. The Sahara Desert has an intermittent history that may go back as much as 3 million years. Some of the sand dunes can reach 600 ft in height.  The only river that runs through the Sahara all year around is the Nile.
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So, would you prefer to ride a horse or a camel?  I have been asked this question on several occasions after somebody learns that I have ridden on camels in Morocco.  Let’s do a quick comparison.  Camels can travel many days without food or water and can carry more weight. Horses can run faster for short distances but a camel will win all races over 400 yards. Camels are more emotional and less predictable than horses. Most of the camels I rode or got close to had bad breath (almost as bad as the camel handlers) and tried to bite me.  Riding on a camel is nothing like riding a horse – the swaying back and forth sensation is more like sitting in a row boat. Horses are more responsive and have better agility than camels. Riding a camel was a good experience but if given a choice here in the states, I would take the horse. If I was stranded in the middle of a desert, I would prefer a camel.
I have been asked why I didn’t think much of the Arabic people in Morocco. Well, here are my reasons. The first time I went to the Kenitra bar area, a pickpocket stole my wallet. After that, I kept my wallet in my sock whenever I was off-post. When you are visiting any big city in Morocco, the air stinks. At least back in 1964 it did. There were open sewers everywhere. There was also a big shortage of fresh water so I don’t think the poorer Arabic people took many baths and you could smell the BO. Combine this with the spicy food they eat and you get an odor that would turn most people’s stomach.  It was well known that the Arabic Muslims didn’t like the idea of having American military bases in their country. Most of the Arabic people I met were very unfriendly except when they were trying to get your money for something. My best friend at the Navy base had a car and I remember the time he ran out of gas about a half mile from the Kenitra main gate.  He had to walk to the base for gas and by the time he got back to his car, it was stripped – no tires, no seats, and no engine. I don’t know how in the world they could do all that in the hour or so he was gone. Then to top things off, I purchased a new camera to get pictures of me riding on a camel.  You guess it! While I was out riding the camel, somebody stole my camera.
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	Kenitra Outdoor Market
	Kenitra Street Person


When I left Kenitra, I rode up to Tangiers with that friend of mine who had a new car by then and we spent a couple of nights there.  Tangiers is an exotic and mysterious city and the one thing I remember most about it was the belly dancers that they had in most of the bars.  We took the ferry from Tangiers to Gibraltar, which is a British Colony on the Southern tip of Spain. From there we drove to Rota for our next tour of duty.
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	Tangiers Belly Dancer


I have a lot of great memories (some good and some bad) from my time spent in Morocco but have no desire to ever return or go anywhere in Africa for that matter but I would love to visit Spain again.  On second thought, a trip to Tangiers to see the belly dancers again might not be too bad.  

                          Bigdrifter44@gmail.com[image: image17.png]


[image: image18][image: image19][image: image20]
