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Casablanca revisited

CASABLANCA, Morocco—There is no tduth to
the rumor that I'm in Morocco to try to track
down Gen. Fabian Ver. Or to get a glimpse at
“Imee’s house” in Rabat, although our guide has
confused the situation by mentioning that
“Marcos’ wife was also here.” I’'m more curious .
about whether recently deposed Zaire dictator
Mobutu Sese Seko is hiding out here. There has
been talk that he is in Morocco and has been
granted political asylum but no one is confirm-
ing that.

Leaving politics aside, this country, which
is more properly called Kingdom of Morocco,
retains its ancient, exotic “Arabian nights” aura

as it copes with the stresses of modernity, -

including what to do with gawking and
inquisitive tourists like me. The country is still
basically conservative and women, while a lot
of them work outside of the home, are never
seen in cafés sipping the fabled mint tea like
the men do. For that matter, you don’t hear or
read about the queen, but portraits of King
Hassan II are all over the place. Descended from
a long line of Alaouite sultans and in power -
since 1961, he is seen as a progressive king,
whose major challenge is to bring his kingdom
into the orbit of the 21st century.

i Like many Third World countries, about-40 -
jpercent of Morocco’s 30 million population lives
'in poverty. And like all countries caught between
traditional and modemity, Morocco’s dilemma
lls how to preserve its unique culture in the face
“of international tourism and progress.

‘At the heart of this dilemma is the country’s

-
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best known city, Gasablanca, immortalized by
. the movie of the same title, starring Humphrey
Bogart and Ingrid Bergman. They don’t make
. movies like that anymore, but “Casablanca,” a
tangled tale of wartime intrigue and romance,
has popularized Morocco in ways that
Moroccans probably never imagined. The thing
is, the movie was shot in Rabat, the polmcal
capital of the country, not in Casablanca: And
the famous Rick’s Café, with Bogart’s hard-
drinking and unforgettable “Play it again, Sam”
was shot in Hollywood, not in Casablanca.
Casablanca still exudes some of the old

ambience with its labyrinthine bazaars and
souks (markets) and the ruins of its colorful
past. But theése pale in comparison with the
powerful symbols of modernity: skyscrapers,
five-star hotels, emporiums, boulevards,
monuments, sprawling car lots with ‘every
imaginable model, banks, ports, and so on.
Casablanca is not only Morocco’s biggest city,

--it is-also the bustling commercial and industrial
hub of that part of the African continent called
. Atlantic Morocco. It’s as though Casablanca
is gearing up for the 21st century and its
geographical location on the northwestern
Atlantic coast favors dynamic expansion and
development.

landmark, the King Hassan II Mosque, strikes
you'more as a jewel of modern architecture than
as a traditional symbol. As the travel literature
says, the mosque prefigures the city’s future.
Its prayer hall holds 25,000 people. The
esplanade for “non-believers” is designed to
hold another 80,000. Casablancans see it not
only as an embodiment of their king but as “a
monument which symbolizes the solidarity,
commitment, gemus and devotxon of the
Moroccan people.”

One question you’re bound to ask is, why the
name Casablanca when Morocco was under French
colonial rule? The original name was “Anfa,”
which was the capital of a Berber kingdom and a
maritime port of call. As such, it was vulnerable to
outside attacks, such as those of the Portuguese in
the 15th century. When Anfa was destroyed in 1515,
the Portugu&ce rebuilt it and called it “Casa Branca.”
They stayed for two centuries. When the Spaniards
subsequently settled there, they changed the name
to Casablanca, which stuck. But at that time in the
mid-19th century, it was only a village of 700
people. Eventually European traders arrived and a
regular maritime relationship was established
between Europe and Morocco. After World War
I, the development of Casablanca was rapid and
massive. - .

Today, Casablanca is Morocco s answer to the
world, but it must make sure it doesn’t lose that
old mystique completely.

‘la?zlen the most imposing Casablanca

Randy David is abroad.—Ed.





