
  
    [image: Delhi Belly Blues]
  


  
    
      Delhi Belly Blues

      Breezing along the Hippie Trail in 1975

    

    
      
        Richard Humphries

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Richard Humphries

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            A Mercedes moment

          

        

      

    

    
      It was March 1975 and Mr. Gürbalak was displeased. Alarmed and angered, he pushed me up against a wall inside his Munich automobile-dealership trailer. I'd just asked him in English whether he needed drivers for his operation. Gürbalak reacted instantly, yelling at me in accented English.

      "Who are you? What do you want? Who told you about this place? Who sent you here?"

      He moved to his hands up to my neck, and I feared our dialog wasn't going well. We'd passed the level of minor misunderstanding and while I might get away from Gürbalak there were still his employees.

      "It was Scott,” I blurted out. "Scott from Canada. You know him, don't you? He gave me your address. Scott said he drove a Mercedes for you to Tehran in Iran and how good it was. He said you might need more drivers soon. That's why I'm here."

      That did the trick, and Gürbalak switched on a dime. He became all smiles and friendliness now, instructing a factotum to bring tea.

      "Oh, Scott, you say. Scott, you know he is my very good friend. A good boy that Scott. Yes, he drove for me. You should’ve said so first instead of asking me about my business. Tell me, how is Scott? Is he still in Munich?" 

      Gürbalak sold vehicles but not just within the German Federal Republic. He smuggled batches of Mercedes cars and trucks eastward to Iran.

      "I have nothing now. In a month, I'll send more. Do you want to drive a car or a truck?" he asked. 

      "A car.”

      "Where are you staying?" he asked.

      "At the jugendherberge (youth hostel), but I may have to move."

      “So, just come back here in a few weeks; then, I'll know better," Gürbalak added. With that, I left.

      What Scott had told me made it seem like a lark. You'd drive for eighteen hours a day in convoy through the Balkans and across Anatolia, arriving in Tehran four days later if everything went well. For travelers like me going to India, that jumpstarted your journey. You’d get paid, too. It wasn't much, 600 Deutsche marks for bringing a car to Iran, more for a truck. But it was more than I was carrying with me in the spring of 1975.
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      It's not that Iran didn't have an automobile industry of its own and needed everything imported, by fair means or foul. Starting in the late 1960s, Rootes Arrow of Coventry, England (later Chrysler Europe, then Peugeot) shipped thousands of Hillmann Hunter sedan CKDs (complete knock-down kits) to Iran for local assembly. These were rebranded as Paykans, Farsi for Arrows.

      The original Hunter dating to 1967 was not exceptional for its era. Drivers complained of engine rattles, other reliability issues and over-thirsty carburetors, but advertising copy editors took a mild stab at dressing up what was a mediocre vehicle. One advertising blurb described the vehicle as safe, reliable, economical and comfortable: in short, the perfect modern family car.1 

      While Paykans were adequate for the budget-conscious, they were less so for the Iranian upper class and nouveau riche:  bazaaris (merchants), urbanites, large landowners and anyone else within shouting distance of the royal court. Mohammed Reza Pahlavi, King of Kings and Shah of Iran, was on a spending spree those days and many Iranis got wealthy in the wake of his extravagance, legitimately or otherwise. Not for them a rebadged Hillmann Hunter.

      Mercedes vehicles were popular in Iran, and the brand itself was favored by the shah, himself a major Mercedes shareholder. Later in his reign, the monarch encouraged the company to add a light-use military vehicle to its line. In fact, he placed an order for 20,000 once the company resolved on making one. The shah's interest sped development of the Geländewagen (G-Wagen), Mercedes' mid-size SUV. The GW was ready in 1979, but that year the Pahlavi monarch lost his throne.2  Mercedes continued the project and still makes the G-Wagen, but at a US base price of $123,000 (2018 model), the late shah's inspiration doesn’t come cheap. It also burns fuel like there's no tomorrow.

      Customers in Iran didn't mind paying a Mercedes brand premium, whether for new cars or older models, but proved less enthusiastic over the associated fees such as taxes and the customs duties that importing them entailed. Those could markedly inflate the final cost. Thus, the door was wide open for smugglers with connections like Mr. Gürbalak to operate, though car smuggling predated my 1975 journey and continues today on a vast scale.

      The way Gürbalak's handled this was clever. He registered both the vehicle ownership and the carnet de passage (a document needed for crossing international borders) in the foreign driver’s name. In theory at least that meant you brought the vehicle into Iran and out again. A potential hiccup was being asked upon exiting where your car was. This was something “handled” at the destination, Scott said.

      When I asked Scott what was to keep someone from, say, driving on to India or wherever with the Mercedes, then selling it when you tired of the car or ran low on money, he replied that Gürbalak had heavies in the convoy who made sure that didn't happen. Drivers had to part with their chariots in Tehran. 

      So far, so good, I thought, except for one detail. I'd never used a stick shift before, and the Mercedes Gürbalak sent didn't come with automatic transmissions; Scott was sure of that. Driving through the Balkans or Anatolia at night was neither the place nor the time for a crash course—no pun intended.

      To get up to speed, I rented a small car in Munich for a day. A British couple, also staying at the hostel, acted as my instructors. The first few hours were dicey. I really needed a wide-open space—say an empty parking lot or airport runway—to practice the finer points of shifting gears and avoiding hitting things. Downtown Munich was not the best place.

      I drove the wrong way down one-way streets. At one point, I blocked a tramcar by stalling on its tracks to the evident fury of the tram driver. Continuing the learning through mistakes approach, I drove way up a Bavarian woman's lawn in Dachau, just outside Munich. The angry homeowner approached with a large object in her hand—an ax or shovel, I forget which. "It's probably a very good time to learn to reverse,” the British man said, trying to help. It worked.

      By the end of the day, I felt confident using a stick except for working the clutch and brake pedal in unison to stop and start on a hill as traffic lights changed from red to green. I kept looking at my feet instead of straight ahead. Not a good technique. Was it still wise to join Gürbalak's next convoy, I wondered? At the very least, I'd need more lessons. 

      A day or two later at the hostel, a staffer read out a message in English and German to everyone before posting it on the bulletin board. I forget the exact words, but it had come from the United States consulate in Munich, warning that anyone considering driving someone’s car to Iran shouldn’t. Any US citizens still unsure as to why were requested inquire at the consulate. That and my difficulties with the clutch caused my intentions to waver. The next morning, I went to the consulate.

      "I'm considering driving a car to the east and looking for information," I told the woman at the counter. "There was a warning at the youth hostel yesterday."

      "Are you a US citizen?"

      "Yes."

      "Is it your car?"

      "No, but they'll put something in the passport saying it's mine."

      "Which country will you be driving to?"

      "Iran."

      "Don't move! Wait right here. I'm getting the consul."

      The consul ushered me into his office and talked me out of the road trip with Gürbalak’s crew in a matter of minutes.

      Scott said there'd be a switcheroo with the documentation after the border that would transfer ownership of the car. However, it seemed that might depend on entering Iran without having immigration opening your passport, seeing the visa and ownership stamps. I needed a visa for Iran, the consul noted, which added an unwelcome complexity.

      It was likely that Gürbalak had people to deal with inconveniences such as passport checks at the borders. And it should be noted that some out-of-favor countries (South Africa, Israel, Rhodesia, Cuba) would place important stamps on separated detached pages so travelers won’t be barred from disapproving countries. Still, the best passports were those that required no visa for Iran. Customs might wave them past or stamp them without looking, whether compensated for their discretion or not. Mine, however, required a dated entry-stamp. They’d no doubt see the ownership stamp as well, I thought.

      Years later, I learned of one way US passport holders could evade such issues. US consulates in those years would add pages to American passports upon request. Those came in an accordion fold. One could insist that any unwanted stamps be placed on the foldout, then carefully cut the page out before any complications arose. I know of at least one person who did this.

      But was it worth taking a chance there'd be a separate arrangement for me at the Turkish-Iranian and Iranian-Afghani borders? If not, to leave Iran without that Mercedes meant a huge tax penalty, the consul said. The word was US$10,000 or so. Failure to pay could lead to an extended stay in Iran, possibly behind bars until money changed hands.

      "What's more," the consul continued, "you might think you're just delivering a car. But what if they've hidden drugs in it? With the car in your name, you're legally responsible for whatever's inside. Is that worth the risk? You understand what I am saying?"

      To get caught with drugs was bad. And drugs there were in Munich. Two American dealers were also staying at the hostel. The two talked about me one afternoon when they thought I was asleep. "I don't like that fellow," one said. "Keep an eye on him. I think he's a narc. Don't you? What if he tries something?" 

      I was still going east. But after the consular chat, I knew one thing; it wouldn't be by driving a Mercedes that, for a few days, I could call my own.
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