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Fe a t u r e s

Under the scorching summer sun in
Rabat, coach Ichtar Zahraoui bellows
directions to “The Pirates”, young

Moroccan men and women learning to play
American football together on the gridiron.
Focused and sweaty, 30 players gather
every Sunday to practice the sport, an
unusual scene in a country obsessed with
soccer, the variety of football far more com-
monly played across the globe. “It’s not easy
to make young Moroccans love American
football,” 39-year-old Zahraoui says.   “It’s
an aggressive sport that requires a lot of
energy, work and equipment,” says
Zahraoui, who founded “The Pirates” men’s
and women’s teams in 2017.

Lacking numbers and resources, they
have to train together on the same modest
plot of land in the heart of Rabat’s Old
Town-and if that’s not available, the beach.
At practice the “Pirates Boys” and “Pirates
Girls” zigzag between cones and plough into
tackling dummies, training pads and some-
times each other. Without hesitation, the
players-mostly students aged under 30,
recruited by word of mouth-form mixed
teams and alternate between offence and
defense. “We’re trying to make the sport
known and to explain to people that football
isn’t rugby,” Zahraoui says.

A ‘real team’ 
The breathless self-taught coach has

dreams of setting up the kingdom’s “first real
American football team”. To do so, she
needs the support of an “American coach
and a large NFL club”, she says, referring to
the National Football League in the United
States with which she has had “interesting
contacts”. American football made its debut
in Morocco in 2012 with the creation of
amateur teams in cities like Casablanca,
Rabat and Tangiers. Two years later, the
men’s national team won an inaugural
African championship.

In 2015, Morocco’s first women’s football
team-the “Black Mambas”-was formed in
Rabat.  The sight of women playing the
rough sport in the conservative Muslim
society has sparked interest from Moroccan

media and across social networks.  But
Zahraoui says she has not once encountered
a “problem of a sexist nature” since launch-
ing the project.  Female Moroccan athletes
are nothing new, she says-they “have distin-
guished themselves in sports since the
1980s”.  “What we need are teams, a federa-
tion, coaches, referees, trainers and a cham-
pionship,” she insists.  For now, the Pirates
prefer to play flag football, a watered-down,

low-contact version of the sport that
requires little equipment.  The lighter touch
has helped draw in participants from other
sports such as basketball and judo who oth-
erwise may not have joined.  “I came to
watch a friend train, but the coach con-
vinced me to come and try,” says Ghita
Ouassil. The chance encounter last year has
turned the 21-year-old English literature
student into a football regular. “Before I was
shy, but this sport helps develop your per-
sonality and self-control and to be less
tense.”— AFP

ARussian artist is going back to the roots of
photography, creating eye-catching wooden
cameras based on the basic principles of the

art form and attracting buyers from around the
world. Sergei Lebedev’s work, which includes both
the cameras themselves and the unusual photo-
graphs he creates, is now on show at an exhibition
in his native region of Kaliningrad. His unique cam-
eras cost around $150 each.

The former factory worker uses driftwood, peb-
bles and shells to create his cameras, combing the
shorelines of his home for parts of fallen trees, nat-
urally polished by the sea’s waves. From these, he
crafts wooden boxes. “This is the simplest principle
of cameras and the way in which photography
began,” he explained. “Essentially, they were simple
wooden boxes... Light penetrates through a small
hole, made with a needle. This is all that is needed
in order to get an image on the film”. — Reuters

Members of “The Pirates” American football team take part in a training session in the Moroccan capital Rabat. — AFP photos


