
Extract taken from Adventures In Happiness: a true story of 
travel, change, and adventure. 

~ The joy is in the climb ~ 
  
Not long after leaving Essaouira a policeman stopped me for 
speeding. I didn’t think it possible for my campervan to go so 
fast but I paid my fine, continued east through Sidi Mokhtar, 
and slept the night at the foot of a dusty village near Chichaoua. 
 After an early start the next day, I followed the road 
south and arrived at the outskirts of Imlil, the small village used 
as a base for tackling the High Atlas Mountains, before 
lunchtime. It had been a long drive to get here from Essaouira. 
Almost two hundred and fifty kilometres. 
 As I entered the village, I noticed a car following me 
which then flashed its lights and showed I should pull over and 
stop. Thinking there might be something wrong with my 
campervan I did, but kept my engine running. 
 A man then stepped out of the car and ambled towards 
me. He was dressed in a long white Djellaba - a loose-fitting 
robe with full-length sleeves. As he got close to my window, he 
introduced himself as Mohammad and explained he was a local 
businessman. I said nothing.  
 He then explained he could organise a trek in the 
mountain if I was interested. This is great timing, I thought to 
myself, but my mind cast back to Tangier. Could this be a 
hustle, or an opportune meet to organise something I wanted? 
 I decided the latter. I didn’t want to tarnish my 
adventure with a bad experience. He seemed to offer what I 
wanted, so I agreed to follow him through the village to his 
home and business.  
 When I arrived at his home, I saw his business was a 
legitimate set-up. Also staying here were a squadron of British 
soldiers on exchange with the Moroccan army. Straight away 
they welcomed me into their group and gave me advice on 
things to do in the area.  

“Trek up to Jbel Toubkal,” they suggested. “It’s the 
highest mountain in North Africa. Then explore the local 
villages and other mountain peaks. But watch out for 
Mohammed. He’s a cut-throat businessman.”  



Thanking them for the advice, I organised a guided 
trek to the summit of the highest peak and took myself to bed. 
But not before one of the Moroccan soldiers gave me a present 
for my journey. A camelback to store water in when hiking. 

I was quite humbled. He wanted nothing in return. 
  

* 
  
The trek began early the following morning when my young 
but experienced guide Azdoul collected me. 
 After brief introductions we began our walk, and 
climbed from an altitude of 1500 metres through a Berber 
village, and up the side of a rocky valley. 
 It was a good hike. Azdoul was friendly and good 
company. Along the way we passed men selling mint teas, pack 
mules carrying heavy loads, other climbers, and another guide 
carrying a live chicken strung up by its feet. 
 After four hours we came to our overnight stop - the 
Refuge du Toubkal at a height of 3200 metres. The usual thing 
was to rest, sleep, and summit at first light, but my guide had 
other ideas.  

“You’re looking strong John,” he told me. “We 
should continue. That way no crowds. No people. We’ll be on 
our own at the top.”  

I paused for a moment and considered what he’d said. 
To try for the summit without crowds appealed. I felt strong 
enough, Azdoul seemed to think there was time, so I agreed, 
and we continued.  

I was grateful for Azdoul. He was an excellent guide, 
but, after a few hours of cutting a path through scattered rocks 
and melting snow fields, I questioned my decision to continue 
without a break. I had a pounding headache and the higher I 
climbed, the worse it became. It was the onset of altitude 
sickness. I needed to slow down or I wouldn’t make it to the 
top. 

I was just thinking I should have given myself a 
chance to acclimatise to the altitude when I saw a man 
stumbling down the mountain towards us. He was out of breath 
and supported by two guides.  



“What are you doing,” he told me in a French accent, 
whilst flapping his arms in a panic. “It’s too late, the climb is 
too hard, you won’t get to the top.”  

This wasn’t what I needed to hear, and I turned to 
Azdoul to check we had time to summit, even at a much slower 
pace.  

“Yes we have plenty,” he told me, “but we must keep 
moving. It is getting late.”  

So I did my best to ignore the pessimism and 
headache, pushed on and up, and slowly moved along what 
seemed an endless rocky slope. 

An hour later we came to the summit ridge. Then I 
saw the summit itself in the distance, and motivated by the end 
in sight, with a final push, thirty minutes later we reached the 
top. 

And what a view! In every direction rugged mountain 
peaks stretched back to the line of the horizon. They were dusty 
orange and the sense of space took my breath away. 

Azdoul then turned to face me, smiled, congratulated 
me, and asked how I was feeling.  

“Amazing,” I told him, and I meant it. For the 
moment my headache had gone and my pain forgotten. There 
was no-one else at this height of 4167 meters, and that made us 
the highest men in North Africa!  

We took a seat and took in the views. It was 
incredible, and so quiet, but as we sat, I realised something. It 
had been a tough hike to get here, but without the effort it 
wouldn’t be half as impressive as it seemed. Which meant the 
joy had been in the climb. I knew it a cliché, but I couldn’t help 
but think that counted for a lot of things in life.  

Fifteen minutes later, as the sun dipped below the 
peaks of the mountains, and shadows cast across the steep 
slopes, Azdoul suggested we leave. I agreed, and we inched our 
way back down the slopes. 

Two hours later we were back at the refuge. But the 
only joy I got from this was a freezing cold shower. We were so 
late back there was no hot water left, plus I’d forgotten my 
towel. 


