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				Every Story has a beginning, but for each of the foolhardy souls that took on Trabant Trek, the beginning was different. Come to think of it, although we shared so many experiences, each of us had a different middle and ending as well.

				To try and cover all of these would probably result in a terrifying mess and so I have little choice but to stick firmly to my side of the story. If it wavers from the recollections of the rest of the gang then I apologise.

				You should know that this book started as a blog, scribbled in notebooks and on scraps, and then written up in cafés, bars and garages on the road. It is nigh on impossible to type in a Trabant - too cramped, too dark, too bumpy. The words and pictures were painstakingly uploaded using some of the world’s most scattered and least rapid internet connections. There’s nothing quite like the frustration of spending three hours trying to upload a couple of sentences on a steam-powered Uzbek PC running Windows 1905.

				When I got home I rewrote the whole thing, checked the facts and sculpted the blogs, notes and memories into the work of epic importance you hold in your hands.

				I hope you like it.

				Dan Murdoch

				July 2008

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				 

				[image: Image_004.png]

				 

				Q) Why is the Trabant the quietest car in the world to drive? 

				A) Because your knees cover your ears.

				 

				 

				Why?

				 

				Even though he’d pulled us over, the policeman looked more confused than angry. He approached our convoy slowly in the snow, scratching his head and shining his torch along the faded, peeling panelling of the cars. The beam reached my face, making me blink away.

				“Where are you from?” he asked in Russian.

				“England.”

				“Where are you going?”

				“Cambodia.”

				“Kaamboodyaa?” He rolled the word out, making it sound unfamiliar.

				“Cam-bo-dia.”

				“Ahhh… Cambodia,” he repeated, understanding the name, but not the answer.

				“Why?”

				Why? That was difficult.

				The policeman shrugged and held up his camera phone, “Photo?”

				 

				 

				The Email

				 

				I remember getting the email. Autumn 2006. I’d returned home late after a few post-deadline drinks, and sat on my bed with a laptop. The message was from John Lovejoy. The subject line read: “Europe to Cambodia by Trabant.”

				 

				 

				Team USA

				 

				John Christian Lovejoy was a man of the world. Born in California, but raised at US Army bases in Germany, he had travelled extensively and boasted of friends across the globe. Tall, handsome, with a thick mop of curly hair and an occasional beard, he was a real charmer with a handy knack for getting people onside and a shameless approach to milking acquaintances.

				His favourite word was “fuck”. Used mostly for emphasis, it could be a noun, adjective, preposition, verb or anything he desired. As in: “What the fuck? Let’s get the fuck back to that fucking place and get a fucking burger. I mean fuck. With that fucking sauce. Fuck me, man. It’s fucking rad and it’s fucking cheap. It’s like what? Fucking two dollars?”

				To maintain some sense of decency I have omitted many of these superfluous curses from his quotes. Sorry, Lovey.

				I first met Lovejoy with his friend Anthony Perez in 2002 in the sticky Thai jungle somewhere north of Chang Mai. Along with my travel buddy, Mr Al, I’d headed out on an organised trek into the bush. We’d noticed the two Americans when the group gathered earlier that day, but it took until a rest stop at a waterfall to make conversation. Mr Al and I had brought with us a bottle of the filthy local Mekong whisky; a vicious brown poison that cost next to nothing and doubled up as nail varnish remover. It was disgusting neat and, looking around for some inspiration, I noticed the Americans sipping from a bottle of Coke. From this whisky and Coke a partnership was born, and we bonded over three days of sweaty walks and cool waterfalls.

				I was 19 at the time; Lovey, as Lovejoy was known, and Tony were a few years older. The pair knew each other from Washington DC, where they lived and worked, and had an easy rapport.

				“You know,” Tony would tell me years later, “Lovey’s the only person I’ve travelled with where I can just go ‘John, I’m going to go and do my own thing for a few weeks now. I’ll catch you later’ and he’ll be absolutely fine with it.”

				Tony was half-Mexican, half-Italian but very American. Shorter than Lovey, but compact and dark, he liked to sport a Mohican and a moustache, which made him look a little Mongolian. The four of us got on well and when we waved our goodbyes I jokingly said I’d see them further on down the trail. Three weeks later and I was on the back of a Vietnamese moped, speeding through Ho Chi Minh City trying to flag down a bus to Cambodia. We were close up behind it, my driver honking manically and trying to get the bus to stop, when a rear window slid open and the dark head of Tony Perez popped out.

				“Dan?” he said with a smile.

				“Tony,” I shouted over the traffic.

				“How’s it going?” he asked, cool as you like.

				“Yeah great… er… I’m trying to get on that bus.”

				He looked around, dragged it out for a second, then grinned: “I’ll get them to stop.”

				It turned out that Tony and I were heading the same way. We met Lovey in Phnom Penh, then continued to Siem Riep for a few days at Angkor Wat and the chance to consult a mystical shaman known as Burnhard Yungkermann.

				One morning we decided to head into the jungle to visit the old temple of Bang Milia. I was tasked with hiring a moped for Tony, but rather than use a hire company I opted to borrow a scooter from a man in a bar, using Tony’s passport as a deposit. The recklessness of this manoeuvre only became clear the following day when I went to return the scooter but couldn’t find the man with the passport.

				“So what did he look like?” Tony asked as we drove around town.

				“Well he was a South East Asian chap, quite short, and he was in that bar there - or was it that bar there?”

				As I had already booked a flight from Bangkok, I had to get a bus out of Siem Riep that afternoon. Lovey needed to get to Thailand too, so the pair of us set off, leaving Tony clutching a stranger’s scooter, alone, documentless and without any way of leaving the country.

				I wouldn’t see him again for five years.

				 

				 

				World Cup 2006, Germany

				 

				Forward to 2006, and things seemed to be going well. I’d finished university in Brighton, got my basic journalist’s qualification, the NCTJ, and settled into a job on my hometown newspaper, The Surrey Herald.

				That summer I arranged to go to Germany with a few friends to follow the World Cup. Mr Al told me that Lovey would be there.

				“He’s going to pick us up from the airport,” Mr Al said.

				Great. I’d met Lovey for a drink in London the year before, but hadn’t seen him properly for years.

				 

				***

				 

				I arrived at Munich Airport with Mr Al and my old friend Amit. Lovey met us there as arranged, looking healthy and casual in the sunshine. We hugged and made the usual noises as he led us to our transport.

				“So what you driving?” I asked.

				“A Trabant,” he smiled.

				“A what?”

				Lovey pointed at this impish, quirky little car with faded blue-grey paint. Tiny but perfectly proportioned, with big round headlights, little wheels and small windows. There was something comic about it - it looked a bit like a clown car - certainly not a vehicle to be taken seriously. I couldn’t help but laugh.

				“What is that? Where did you get it?”

				“It’s a Trabant. I bought it for $60 in Hungary.”

				“It’s ridiculous.”

				Lovey gave us a tour - the giant boot, the comically simple dashboard, the unique steering-column-mounted gear stick.

				“It goes 80kph,” Lovey said proudly, to emphasise its crapness, “and look, there’s no fuel gauge on the dash. To find out how much gas you have, you pop the hood,” he opened the bonnet, “and dip this ruler into the gas tank.”

				He did what he said and then held the ruler up in the sun, a thin high-tide mark rapidly evaporating on the surface.

				“Four litres. We should be fine. But it’s a two-stroke, so when you fill it up, you need to add oil to the mix,” he waved a grubby little bottle of oil at me, “then you shake the whole car to mix it together.” He planted his hands on each wing of the car and shook it from side to side. It was so light it looked like he could lift it.

				“We can lift it,” he said, laughing. “Wait until you meet OJ. Together we can lift up the back of it and shift it sideways. It helps with parking. It’s made of plastic that’s why it’s so light.”

				“What?”

				“Plastic,” he tapped the panel, “it’s made of plastic.”

				We were all laughing now. So it was half-car, half-lunchbox? No, it probably didn’t even qualify as a car - it had a 600cc engine, just 25bhp. So it was half-lawnmower, half-Tupperware? Ridiculous.

				Lovey explained that the Trabant was the East German competitor to the West German Volkswagen. In the 1950s, when it had been designed, there was a steel shortage in the Soviet Union. So the boffins had to find a replacement material to build the panelling for the car. They used Duroplast, a mixture of polymer resin and leftover waste from the Soviet Union’s cotton industry. The Trabant was the first car to be made out of recycled materials, possibly its only redeeming feature.

				A small crowd of people had formed nearby to admire the car, which had a cult following in Germany. Some of the tourists were taking photos. We squeezed inside; it was cramped for four tall lads with tents and bags. In the front, my shins were bashing against a shelf that ran under the dash. In the back, Amit and Mr Al had their knees around their ears. We pulled away to the heavy revving of the little engine, basking in the laughter of bystanders. I loved it.

				 

				***

				 

				We spent the next week driving around in that thing. The Yanks had painted go-faster-stripes along the top and at our campsite, Brady, another American travelling with Lovey, knocked up a symbol, which he sprayed onto the doors. In the motif were the initials “MTP” - Mighty Tony Perez - a dedication to Tony, who was meant to be with us but had broken his ankle coming off a scooter in Cambodia earlier in the year and had to go home.

				With Lovey and Brady was another Yank, John Bradford Drury, who knew Lovey and Tony from Washington DC and had been travelling with them. He had been dubbed OJ, or “Other John”, being the second John on their trip. OJ was a giant of a man, a huge, towering, six-foot-three figure with bulging, twitching pectorals and a square jaw. His physique was almost ogre-ish, his muscles had muscles on them, but beneath that powerful exterior was a soft centre: he worked out, moisturised extensively and liked cooking.

				I didn’t spend too much time with OJ in Germany. My only real memory of him was one night, sitting around drinking with the group, seeing him alone by the campfire drumming furiously against his thigh with a pair of sticks.

				“That’s one weird kid,” Lovey said, looking over. I would get to find out. 

				After a week in Germany we waved goodbye to Lovey, OJ and Brady and headed home. I occasionally thought of Lovey’s little Trabbi, remembering the night we squeezed six large men in and drove around for an hour, lost in Munich. Or when we had to quickly empty the boot of counterfeit Thai football shirts because we thought we were going to be raided by German police.

				Lovey and OJ carried on in the tiny car, eventually nursing it to the palace at Versailles, on the outskirts of Paris, before it broke irreparably and had to be abandoned. They managed six countries in that Trabbi, attracting attention, infamy and laughter everywhere they went, and sowing the seeds for what was to come.

				 

				 

				Europe To Cambodia By Trabant

				 

				I remember getting the email. The title alone was enough to get me going and although the content was vague, it was enticing: “The route has yet to be chosen, but it would certainly involve parts of Central and Eastern Europe as well as parts of Central Asia, Mongolia and China. The question mark is whether to take the northern route through Ukraine and Russia or the southern route through Turkey, the Caspian Sea and other countries in Central Asia.

				“I have written to the nine of you because I know you all to have the travelling spirit and the desire to do something different. I have travelled with most of you at one point or another and think for the most part each of you know one another, or at least one other person so it would not be completely random. This could be a great opportunity to get away from the hordes and see something we are not pushed to see, that the Lonely Planet hasn’t put on the agenda for us.”

				The idea instantly resonated with me and I was excited. I had just turned 24, and forty years of work stretched out in front of me. Surely it was the time for an adventure, when I had no mortgage, no wife or kids, no unleavable job? I had been working hard for a few years, why not take a break?

				And I was especially keen to get off the beaten track. When backpacking I’d come to the conclusion that guidebooks, instead of opening places up for exploration, set artificial limits on your experience. People tend to follow the recommendations and stick to the guide, resulting in hundreds of people following the same, weary paths. But this way we would be off the map. I didn’t know of any guidebooks designed for people driving plastic Soviet relics across Eurasia.

				I tempered my excitement with the thought that it might be an idea that sounds good at the time, but slowly drifts into nothingness. So I resolved to keep things under my hat - the whole thing could easily fall flat in the next few weeks.

				But instead of drifting away, the idea developed, snowballed and gathered momentum as the emails kept coming. Should it be a race, or should the cars support each other? Do we need a theme? Maybe we should do it for charity? Should we stick to Soviet countries? Maybe we should film the whole thing?

				As the plan morphed and developed it crystallised. The Trabants would be driven from the site of the old Trabant factory in Zwickau, Germany, to the home of the charities the group would be raising money for, in Phnom Penh and Sihanoukville, Cambodia.

				Tony and Lovey worked out a route and chose not to go the quickest, straightest or easiest way. Instead they picked out things they wanted to see and places they wanted to go. They would take Trabbis where they had never been before: the Pamir Mountains, the Gobi desert, the Asian jungle.

				The cars would go from Germany, south and east through the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria, full of Trabbi enthusiasts and easy repairs, then east through Turkey and the gateway to Asia. From there, north into the Caucasus, crossing Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan before getting a boat across the Caspian Sea into the forgotten world of Central Asia - the police state of Turkmenistan, the beautiful Silk Road cities of Uzbekistan, the stunning mountain passes of Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, and the endless flat of the Kazakh steppe. We would cross the forests of Russian Siberia and Mongolia’s icy plains, then plough south through booming China before hitting the sun-speckled hills of Laos, the welcoming familiarity of Thailand and the jungles of Cambodia.

				It would be a 15,000-mile journey through twenty-one countries. They reckoned it would take four months. The trip would be entirely self-funded, the trekkers paying for everything needed to get to across Eurasia. But they would also try to attract sponsorship to raise money for two Cambodian charities dedicated to supporting and educating children living in poverty, Mith Samlanh in Phnom Penh and M’Lop Tapang in Sihanoukville. And it would be filmed, at the very least for posterity, but hopefully we would get a TV network interested in the footage. We needed a website, press coverage, PR stunts, fliers, posters, a media presence, sponsorship, celebrity endorsement, T-shirts, bumper stickers and business cards. Lovey was nothing if not ambitious. He wanted this to be huge.

				He called it Trabant Trek.

				 

				 

				The Waverer

				 

				There were a lot of names on the list of people who were interested. Lovey was never able to tell me how many people he invited, but Tony guessed at about thirty or forty. There was plenty of correspondence between people who were committed in varying degrees and over the next few months the faint-hearted drifted away or pulled out altogether as further arrangements were made and realities dawned.

				Lovey was the instigator and the driving force. He’d constantly be sending out fresh thoughts, guiding the development and explaining new opportunities and pitfalls that he’d come across. Sometimes we would get two or three emails a day from him and I admit to dreading opening my inbox for fear of what new horizon had been opened up.

				I was sold on the idea of Trabant Trek, but wasn’t sure if it was the right time for me. People were talking about leaving in May or June of the next year, 2007. At that point I would only be 15 or 16 months into my two-year training contract at The Surrey Herald. If I left then, it would be without my senior qualification, and would mean my time at the newspaper was wasted.

				But as the New Year turned, fate intervened. Rumours were flying around that my paper was going to be bought out. This led to speculation that trainees like myself wouldn’t be able to finish their course. So I took this to my editor and asked if I could take my exams in May, six months early. After some discussion, he agreed.

				I got in touch with Lovey and told him I was in.

				 

				***

				 

				There was plenty to be done. Ironing out the minutiae of the route, working out what permissions were necessary in which countries, what visas and car papers would be needed, preparing different pitches for potential sponsors and TV companies.

				In all honesty I didn’t really do any of this stuff. I sent my passport with a load of visa forms out to DC, where the Americans got them all done together. I sent some money out to help cover start-up costs, and wrote and sent out press releases and sponsorship letters for the UK, with little response.

				It was a pitifully poor contribution compared to what Lovey and Tony were putting in, and I felt bad. Often Lovey would send out a long, rambling group email setting out just how much needed to be done, and just how much of it he was doing. This always made me feel guilty. “I think the rest of the group took for granted just how much work Lovey and I put into planning this thing,” Tony said, many months later.

				I told myself I had other things on my plate - a full-time job, preparing for exams and gigging with my band Goldroom. Talk of special highway passes to cross the Pamir Mountains in Tajikistan seemed a little removed. It’s hard to get home after a full day and set about chasing sponsors and media. That’s what I told myself, but Lovey and Tony seemed to have no trouble.

				 

				 

				Trabant Treffen

				 

				By June 2007 I had passed my exams and handed in my notice. The initial plan was for the Trek to set off from the annual Trabant festival in Zwickau, the Trabant Treffen. But as the June date neared, and the to-do-list built up, Lovey decided to push everything back a month.

				But we still wanted to go to the Treffen to spread the word about the Trek, as there would be tens of thousands of Trabbi enthusiasts there, and maybe some of them would sponsor us. I agreed to head to Germany with the only other Brit, a pretty blonde called Samantha or Sam, whom Lovey had met on his travels. Lovey flew from DC to Budapest to pick up the Trabbi that had already been bought. There he met up with our Spanish trekker and the pair drove to Germany to collect Sam and me.

				We got the tent up just as the heavens opened in a storm straight out of a Hammer horror film. Forked tongues sliced through the sky, echoed by the steady murmur of rolling thunder. A small sea rained onto the campsite, turning everything to muck. We’d cleverly camped in the bed of a natural gully and as the field saturated a stream formed and began to flow through the tent, washing grass, litter and insects into our new home.

				We used beer crates as stools and sat close together, wet and shivering but happy in the gloom. In those cold, damp and close quarters I got to know Carlos Gey, the Spaniard. His surname really was Gey, though he pronounced it “Hay”, which always amused me. Often I just called him “The Gay” or “The Losbian” or “The Spaniard” or, occasionally, “Pedro”, though I don’t think he really liked any of those names.

				The oldest of our group, Carlos was a Catalan and had been working in a hostel in Barcelona before we met, though really he was a marine biologist who had spent two years in Alaska counting fish. I never understood that.

				Carlos had a perfect grasp of English, which he liked to demonstrate through the use of terrible puns, the sort of bottom scrapers that down-market tabloids would shy away from. These always made Lovey crack up. I never understood that either.

				Shorter than me, but taller than Tony, Carlos was tanned and dark, with thick-rimmed glasses. The glasses disguised his most powerful weapon, the eyes. Oh the eyes, the glaring gateway to his Id, capable of firing fiery Exocets of foreboding at friend or foe. The “Spanish Eyes”, as they were quickly dubbed, the brooding, faux sexual look he pulled for cameras (and women), the dark, angry Latino stare he used to show displeasure. It made everyone laugh: “Don’t do the eyes at me. Not the Spanish Eyes. He’s doing the eyes. Someone stop him doing the eyes.”

				Despite his smaller stature and girl’s hips he walked a lot faster than me, often with his hands clasped firmly behind his back like Inspector Clouseau. I prefer to saunter around new places, slowly breathing it all in. But once Carlos has chosen his destination he puts his head down and gets there. Often that was exactly what we needed.

				“Carlos gets things done,” OJ once said, quite correctly.

				The festival was a mud bath, but we made the most of it. Every conceivable Trabant modification was on show, like peacocks flashing their plumage. Stretch Trabbis, jeep Trabbis, lowered Trabbis set on alloys with tinted windows and chrome rims. Some had one-litre engines, some had no engines, others had tents on their roofs, one was turned into a trike, another into a boat, one Trabbi was mounted on a 4x4 chassis, most had four wheels, a few had six wheels. My personal favourite had a garden table and benches mounted on its roof. Six large German men sat atop the moving vehicle spilling frothy lager onto passers-by and jeering in Teutonic unison.

				 

				***

				 

				A week later I got a phone call from Sam. She was pulling out. Her weekend at the Treffen had been characterised by running arguments with Lovey. She was an accountant by profession and had an orderly mind. But Lovey was light on facts and specifics, as we all were, and it is fair to say that the two didn’t combine well. She expressed the fall-out a little differently and entirely unprintably.

				So we were a man - or a lady - down. Sam was the third female to pull out and there was a danger that the Trek was going to become a little cock heavy. We were down to five guys and two girls, though Lovey was still working on a few people, and there was a chance that some folk would travel with us for a few weeks here and there. No official departure date was set, but the call came in to assemble in Budapest in the second week of July. The Hungarian capital would be our base camp. The Trabants were there, and Lovey knew a Trabbi specialist who would be making modifications to the cars and sourcing spare parts.

				There was a lot to be done, I was told; we needed to assemble and start doing it. Once everything had been organised we would drive to Germany for the official start of Trabant Trek.

				 

				***

				 

				Setting off on that sort of journey always gives me butterflies. That feeling of nerves and expectation in the pit of your stomach - who knows what will happen next? There were new people to meet, new friendships to form, and a car to be driven across Eurasia. How do you really prepare yourself for that? I guess you can’t. You just go ahead and do it.

				Four months, it’ll take four months. Over by mid-November? I told my friends and family I would be home for Christmas, just to be on the safe side.

				On 9 July 2007 I flew out of England.

				 

				 

				Trabant Trek Headquarters

				 

				Carlos and Megan met me at Budapest airport. I hugged the little Spaniard, who was sporting a new Trabant Trek T-shirt for the occasion, and gave Megan a peck on the cheek. I only knew a little about her, and I’m not sure what I expected, but she wasn’t it.

				American and about my age, she was blond, unmade-up, casually dressed and, like Lovey, had spent some time growing up on US military bases. Maybe I had imagined more of a straight-laced, all-American do-gooder, which she certainly wasn’t, and I mean that in a good way. Opinionated, forthright, hands-on, emotional, tough and no shrinking violet, she said what she thought and never hesitated to denounce a plan that she saw as flawed, a trait which occasionally provoked other members of the team. She had a great sense of humour and a natural instinct for physical theatre, often annotating her stories with actions, strange songs and dances. She could throw a tantrum at a border guard in the blink of an eye, and return to normal in a few breaths. But that was all ahead of us.

				The pair had come to collect me in one of the Trabbis, the same one Carlos and Lovey had driven to Zwickau for the festival the month before. In the short time that it had been sitting in the car park it had somehow managed to discharge its battery. So, appropriately, my first job on the Trek was to flag someone down and ask for a jump-start. This was a role I would become accustomed to.

				I was taken back to the home of the delightful Angyal sisters, Zoe and Melody. They were friends of Lovey, who once worked in Budapest, and ever since opening their door to Carlos a month before they’d had played host to a Trabbi invasion.

				“So how many other people are coming? It would be nice to know when someone else is going to be staying here,” Melody said, to no one in particular, by way of a welcome. Tony gave me a hug, asking “What’s up, Danno?” which was a relief as he had every right to thump me for leaving him passport-less in Cambodia five years before.

				Also at the house was our Hungarian trekker, Zsofi Somlai. Pretty, well-kept and brunette, she’d spent a year in the States so spoke faultless American. At 21, she was the youngest of the group, and had never travelled for more than a few weeks before, but you wouldn’t have guessed it from her confidence and organisation in those early Budapest days. It was her home town, she was a part-time tour guide and always seemed to know what was going on. Zsofi was still studying at the time, but was so enamoured by the trip she was ready to take four months off. She told me that her friends and family thought she was crazy to be heading across the world in Trabants with virtual strangers. And when put like that, I guess she was. But she could be determined and single-minded and had her heart set on the Trek.

				Over the next few days we gradually turned the place into Trabant Trek Headquarters, known locally as TTHQ. Boys were stationed downstairs in the dungeon, an unfinished apartment with the grimy ambience of a squat party. We slept on mattresses pushed together on the floor between various pieces of upended furniture.

				The ladies were nesting in the loft, normally used as a storeroom. They bedded down among dusty vases, dodgy TVs and old rollerblades.

				From that luxurious base we plotted global dominance, assembling resources and contacts ahead of our departure, scheduled for 17 July - or the 18th or perhaps the 19th. Nobody was really sure, the dates kept shifting and swirling. Do you need any sense of organisation to travel the world? I was soon to find out.

				 

				 

				Picking Up The Rest Of The Fleet

				 

				We woke up at Zsofi’s apartment in the centre of Budapest. Megan, Tony, Carlos, Zsofi and I were a little the worse for wear after an exuberant evening, but we immediately dared the midday sun to pick up the last two Trabbis and the Mercedes that would act as our support vehicle. All of the cars had been bought and modified by Gabor, a Trabant specialist who ran a garage in the city. He wasn’t around, but said we could go and collect them from outside his place. Despite our physical condition, we were all excited to get a look at the cars we’d be spending the rest of the year in.

				On arrival things seemed bad. The lock was jammed on one Trabbi, so Carlos had to break in through the boot. He smashed off the parcel shelf and slid his scrawny Spanish butt over the backseat, only to find the little tyke had a flat battery.

				There was no trouble getting into the other Trabbi, although it too had a dead battery, and once we jump-started it and tried to drive off we found the rear wheel had completely seized and we could only drag it along the road.

				There was a brief interlude where it seemed things had truly fallen apart. Dehydrated and sweating in the heat, we cursed and considered the possibility that Trabant Trek might amount to little more than a four-foot skid mark made by that jammed rear tyre. Apparently a man known only as The Bear had been working on the cars with Gabor. Zsofi got in touch with him and he claimed the wheel seizure was no big deal - the car had just been sitting still too long.

				“These are Trabants, these things happen,” was the gist of the phone call.

				We had little choice but to leave the seized Trabbi for The Bear.

				In his younger days Tony had spent a couple of years training to be a mechanic. Although he now managed a bar and restaurant, this qualified him as the official team mechanic, a vital role if we were to coax the old cars across two continents.

				“Well we’ve got the worst cars in the world, so it only seems right that we have the worst mechanic in the world,” Tony told me comfortingly.

				On further inspection by The Mighty Tony P, the prognosis was raised to “good”. It seemed the Merc had a fairly new engine, and new wiring, and the Trabbi ran fine. Tony fixed the broken door and later that night we found a couple of headrests in a pile of discarded junk.

				“This car will get us to Cambodia, I have no doubt” was Tony’s analysis as he stooped over the engine. Time would tell.

				 

				***

				 

				The year 2007 was the fiftieth anniversary of the first Trabant, the P50. Plenty of newspapers ran features on the car, with fond accolades such as “the rattle-trap cars that have become perhaps the most enduring symbols of the former East Germany” (New York Times) and my personal favourite, the headline from The Times (London): “Party time as world’s worst car celebrates 50th birthday.” The story went on to describe the Trabant as “the smoke-spewing communist car whose coughing two-stroke engine has been compared to a death rattle.”

				We’ll take three.

				All of our Trabbis were from the 1980s. One was a Kombi model from 1987 with a big boot, like an estate car. The others were limousine-style 601 models, from 1985 and 1986. Although the cars were only twenty years old, the design was exactly the same as the original 1963 model. Very little had been changed or added over the years, and so, although the parts weren’t frighteningly old, the design and technology were. The engines were simple things - air-cooled, two-cylinder, two-strokes - which, we reasoned, was good because there wasn’t too much to go wrong, and they weren’t too difficult to fix.

				

				But spare parts would be pretty much unattainable once we were out of Eastern Europe. This was where the Mercedes support vehicle came in; it was a big old station wagon with a huge boot and a hydraulic suspension. We planned to fill the thing with enough spares for three cars for four months on the road - we pretty much wanted to take an entire spare Trabant in the back of it. A spare engine, spare gearboxes, clutch plates, A-arms, transaxles, carburettors, bulbs, engine mounts, fan belts, spark plugs, exhausts, batteries, bearings and anything else that could go wrong. The larger, more powerful Mercedes would bear the brunt of this extra weight.

				We also needed to take enough two-stroke oil with us for all three Trabbis for the entire trip, as we weren’t sure whether it would be available on the road.

				Lovey and Tony calculated that to be about 120 litres. So we had two giant barrels of oil along for the ride too. We were able to fit these in the Kombi by removing its rear seats, and to save more space in the Trabbis Tony bolted spare wheels onto the car’s wings, giving them a rugged, rally look.

				To prepare them for the terrain ahead, Gabor made a few alterations to the Trabants. He reinforced the leaf springs that acted as suspension, and made thick, removable metal plates that bolted on under the Trabbis’ engines to protect them. The Trabbis themselves cost us between £150 and £350 each. The metal plates were £250 a piece.

				The Mercedes was our biggest expense, tipping the scales at a hefty £1,500. But for that price we couldn’t find anything else with enough space in it to do the trick. Strange to think we could probably have bought a dozen Trabbis instead.

				Although the Trabants could be taken up towards 100kph, Gabor said we should avoid it. If the cars were to make it, he said we should consider 80kph our maximum speed, and on bumpier, rougher roads, we should take that right down to 30 or 40kph.

				This was difficult, especially early on, when we were on decent European roads. Sticking to 80kph on the German autobahn, where there is no speed limit and BMWs doing 160kph overtake you, is a challenge. But then, when it takes 21 seconds to get from 0-95kph you are pretty much resigned to going at a gentle pace.

				An unspoken decision was made to do everything in kilometres, and most of the speeds and distances in this book reflect that. Only the Brits and Americans really use miles, most of the distances on road signs across the world are in kilometres, as were the Trabants’ speedometers and odometers. So we got into it, and it became second nature to only think of things in kilometres. And besides 70kph sounds quicker than 50mph, and managing 450 kilometres in a day sounds better than 280 miles. (In case you’re struggling, there is 1.6km to a mile.)

				That night it was Tony’s birthday, 23 he claimed, though that statistic didn’t bear close scrutiny. We went to Zsofi’s folks’ house for a party. I think her parents were keen to check out what type of hoodlums were taking their daughter away. I made a fool of myself during a brief altercation with a mosquito net, but other than that we came through the event unscathed.

				 

				***

				 

				OJ arrived the next day. The more I got to know him the more I liked him. He’d initially seemed a little aloof, but over the next few weeks that fell away and I grew a genuine respect and affection for the Oj. Sometimes we called him by his middle name, Bradford, and often we called him The Slav, as he claimed to have Slavic ancestry. Smart, educated and good-looking, he liked to cook and had a passion for languages, things we knew would help. He also had the Strength of a Thousand Men special ability, which would surely come in handy.

				They were strange days. We were treading water really and the period was characterised by an utter lack of organisation. Megan set about trying to find hostels along the way that might put us up for free. Carlos looked for people who could do the same thing on websites like Sofa Surfers and Hospitality Club. Zsofi worked on sponsors and Tony tinkered with the cars while OJ learned Russian. It was swelteringly hot, and we all invested a lot of time in staying cool.

				To the mix were added Justin Rome and Marlena Witczak. The pair were friends of Lovey and had been travelling around in Europe that summer so decided to come and meet us. Marlena was Polish, but had an American passport and was studying in Boston. She was great fun, always laughing and giggling and never taking things too seriously. She got on well with everyone, and formed a close friendship with Megan. We were all keen that she come along with us, and she wavered for a bit but eventually agreed to tag along, taking the place of Sam and bringing our numbers back up to eight - five chaps and three ladies. Four Americans, a Hungarian, a Spaniard, a Pole and a Brit. An eclectic mix of nationalities and near strangers.

				Lovey arrived on 20 July, adding even more hair to the trip. Tony and Megan had already been in Budapest for a fortnight, I’d been there slightly less, and I guess we were hoping that Lovey would provide the answers and the impetus we needed to get things moving.

				There were plenty of meetings and discussions, but they could go on for hours and we weren’t always pulling in the same direction. It was pretty much the antithesis of a military operation. Lovey was the best informed, but he had a penchant for drama. He rarely mentioned things, instead he announced them, and sometimes I felt uncomfortable getting involved in the decision-making, especially when I’d done none of the planning and wasn’t really up to speed on a lot of the details.

				There was so much going on, things became what the Americans called a “cluster-fuck”. I was never sure of what that meant, but the term was bandied about aplenty and seemed to sum up the general vibe.

				Trabant Trek was a cluster-fuck.

				 

				 

				Dante, Fez And Ziggy

				 

				We always planned to paint the cars, and Montana Colours in Barcelona had kindly donated forty cans of spray. But none of us really knew how they worked. Luckily, living with us at the Angyal house was a graffiti artist named Johnny who agreed to bring his crew in and do the job. So Johnny and his mates, Nandi and Luca, showed us a few sketches, discussed a few designs and then went at the cars. We plied them with beer and they worked into the early hours on the street, listening to hip-hop and smoking.

				The results were fantastic. Suddenly the cars, which had previously been dowdy, Soviet murky-grey or blue, were vibrant and alive. Three distinct designs, but clearly part of the same team.

				One was a deep sky blue with a rising sun coming from the front wheel arches, its orange and yellow rays streaming down the side of the car. This was the same car that Carlos had taken to Zwickau and back, then driven around in Budapest for a month. He felt a real kinship with the thing and named it Fez.

				The Kombi model was mostly black, with psychedelic, abstract, eye-like shapes swimming in a fiery finish. Tony took to it straight away. “I think it looks like little devils burning in hell,” he said, and named it Dante. Each to their own.

				The last car had a clean, geometric design with plates of brown and cream colour divided by sharp, jagged bolts of gold. As the car in the best condition, Lovey had always had his eye on it. It was named Ziggy.

				The Mercedes, which we didn’t bother painting and always looked rather clapped out, had a variety of names, mostly insulting, but Gunter and the Merkin seemed to stick. A merkin is a pubic wig.
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				Painting the cars was a seminal moment, it forged them into a unit and with their names each seemed to develop a distinct personality. Fez was unreliable and childish but fun, normally inhabited by Megan and Marlena. Dante was slow and heavy and constant, carrying Zsofi and Tony and his assorted tools. Ziggy was quick and messy and always keen to lead the way, particularly with Lovey behind the wheel. Gunter was a disaster on wheels and driven in a rota, except by Zsofi, who refused to go near it. All four of the cars were a little sporadic. There were plenty of dead batteries and jump-starts and getting into one was always a bit of a lottery. But we were getting to know them and it was all good preparation for the months ahead.

				 

				 

				Z-Plates

				 

				The next day we got a new recruit. The TV deal that Lovey had been working on came to fruition and the production company sent a cameraman to join us. His name was Istvan, he was Hungarian and he spoke next to no English. Quite how they thought he would cope was beyond me, but from day one it seemed like it was going to be hard work. We re-christened the poor bloke Melvin and tried to work around him. We were also lent three mini cams to use in the cars for our own personal filming.

				There was still a long list of things to do, but time was bearing down on us. We had already received a lot of our visas, so we had set dates to be in certain countries, and needed to head off soon. Unfortunately we made the mistake of putting export plates, or Z-plates, on Dante, Ziggy and the Mercedes. This allowed us to take them out of Hungary and not bring them back again. But it was a one-way deal - once the cars had left the country, they could not return - and seeing as we were planning to drive to Germany for the official start of the Trek, then head through Hungary on the way back, this was a problem.

				After a lot of debate we realised there was nothing we could do, it was just a cock-up. So only one Trabbi, Fez, could make the journey to Germany for the start of the Trek. Lovey, Tony and Zsofi wanted to stay behind to finish various jobs. So Carlos, OJ, Justin, Istvan, Megan, Marlena and I would go to Germany in Fez and Istvan’s car.

				 

				***

				 

				The group was gelling well. A few people had bickered with Megan over her occasional negativity, I had attracted some flak for overindulging in the vino, and Lovey’s attitude of infallibility had drawn the odd murmur of discontent. But, although I can’t speak for everyone, I thought it was a good bunch. Lovey had chosen well.

				We didn’t pack the cars properly when setting off. We knew we’d be back at TTHQ in a week so we just threw in overnight bags. It would be a little excursion ahead of the big event, a dummy run to iron out the issues, and the first real test for Trabant Trek.
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				The Beginning

				 

				Europe to Turkey

				24 July – 13 August 2007

				 

				Man pulls up at garage.

				“I’d like two wiper blades for a Trabant, please.”

				Short pause.

				Garage owner replies, “OK - it’s a deal.”

				 

				 

				Zwickau

				 

				It is hard to say when Trabant Trek began. Probably with the fizz of a synapse in what Lovey called his “dusty, unused grey matter” at some point in 2006. A year later, there we were, Trabant Trek in Zwickau, Germany, at the start of something big.

				Only we weren’t all there. In fact Lovey wasn’t there at all, nor Tony or Zsofi. And our only Trabbi was the stalwart Fez, never likely to miss the big day, but Dante and Ziggy hadn’t bothered.

				We had arrived in Zwickau just before midnight that Tuesday, 24 July 2007.

				For the record, we were Fez the Trabbi, Carlos, OJ, Justin, Megan, Marlena, myself, Istvan the cameraman and our German contact Mike, who was a native of the city and had agreed to find us somewhere to stay. After a few drinks and a bite to eat, Mike kindly showed us to an overgrown field sloping down a windswept hill, and by the headlights of our cars we pitched camp for the first time.

				Quite fitting to our ragtag half-team was the inauspicious location that, unknown to any but that small handful, would mark what we hoped would be the start of the greatest journey ever undertaken by the Trabant. A Pulp line came to mind: “Somewhere, somewhere in a field in Hampshire, all right.”

				We opted to throw up the big, eight-man main tent and, as it was a new experience and it was dark and windy and we were a little lubricated, the result was a chaotic hour of mismatching poles to the sound of Megan barking instructions that the rest of the group happily ignored. The police turned up and eyed us curiously for a while, but thankfully were in no mood to move us on from that odd location.

				OJ slept in Fez, Mike in his car and Istvan in his. The tent had two sections, so Marlena and Megan took one, while Carlos, Justin and I took the other. It was a moment I will always remember, huddled up together in our sleeping bags for the first time, Justin passing round a flask of some filthy devil brew that we gagged on while laughing and joking like we were on scout camp. It felt like the first day of holidays, like arriving at the Glastonbury Festival two nights early and relaxing in the calm before the storm.

				The following grey, murky, dewy morning, waking up and packing up, wearing the poncho and swigging from Justin’s flask, staring out over the fields and suburbs of outer Zwickau, I could taste the start of the Trek. After all the delays and debates, we were now Trekking and I was happy. It’s impossible to be unhappy in a poncho.

				On 25 July 2006, we began the drive to Cambodia. Four months. It’ll take four months.
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				The Trabbis blend seamlessly into the crowd

				 

				Mike took us to his mechanics’ workshop to check out a strange noise coming from Fez and to change the spark plugs. The little car was making a coughing noise when idling and had been caught farting at some traffic lights a couple of days before. As Carlos said, “Fez is like a baby. When baby farts you must change her nappy. When Fez farts you must change his spark plugs.” Strange Catalan wisdom.

				We had a wander around the Trabant Museum before trying to film our departure from the old Trabant factory nearby. Unfortunately the security guards weren’t too happy with the arrangement and the official start of Trabant Trek was marred by having to flee the marauding security, but I suppose it was a fitting warm-up for what lay ahead.

				We made the short drive in convoy to Dresden where we were put up for free by the kind people at Lily’s Homestay. By complete chance one of the themed rooms had a Trabant inside which had been stripped out and turned into a bed. In the months ahead I would sometimes dream of that Trabbi bed.

				 

				 

				Prague, Absinthe And Punctures

				 

				I love Prague. The city oozes its history and culture from every alley, even if the latest trend seems to involve stag parties and their associated excesses. The medieval old town square is a web of narrow cobbled streets with the buildings leaning in on them, as if trying to shut out the light. Charles Bridge stands in all its opulent, if weather-beaten, glory, and the epic castle dominates the skyline.

				Quality beer, cheap absinthe, beautiful women, stunning architecture: I could see what attracts the revellers.

				We met up with a friend of Justin, an English lad called Rich, and he took us out to a well-priced beer garden with a bunch of his mates. As seasoned travellers and intrepid explorers determined to experience all manner of diverse cultures, we had little choice but to experiment with the local absinthe.

				There are many different ways to drink absinthe, but in that particular beer garden they recommended dowsing half a teaspoon of sugar in a shot glass of the spirit, then removing it and setting light to the sugary spoon. The absinthe acts as an accelerant and once the sugar is bubbling in the spoon you stir it into the shot and drop an ice cube in to cool the mixture down - then neck it.

				Making the potion was half the fun and the results were good. It tasted far better than the absinthe I’d tried in France, England and Germany, and was only £4 a pop. It had various effects on the group. OJ accidentally knocked back the ice cube that was in his shot glass, almost choking himself and seemed distinctly uncomfortable afterwards. Megan loved it, demanded more, became very excitable and then threw up. Istvan suddenly became lively and began speaking confidently in Magyar interspersed with his favourite English phrases: “no problem”, “big problem”, “please” and “fuck”.

				Justin ended up asleep in the bar, sitting bolt upright with his underwear exposed through a tear in the crotch of his jeans. We decided the best option was to take photos of him. As I said, Prague is a beautiful country, oozing history and culture from every alley; it would have been rude of us not to partake in that sophisticated and elaborate way of life.

				 

				***

				 

				The following morning OJ, Justin, German Mike and I headed east to visit the town of Sedlec. A wealthy family bought the town’s ossuary, graveyard and chapel a couple of hundred years before and began to get creative with the skeletal remains of the 40,000 people buried there. What possessed them I don’t know, but the results were a heady brew of the vaguely interesting and frankly disturbing. They had the family crest made out of human bones, with a skeletal bird picking at the eye of a human skull. Chandeliers made of skeletons hung from the ceiling and the chapel was cornered by four ten-foot high pyramids of human bones. What strange perversion. Perhaps the family were Satanists or some kind of twisted worshippers of the dead. The area, formerly known as Bohemia, certainly had its fair share of alchemists and weirdoes.

				 

				***

				 

				The plan was to stop off in Bratislava, the Slovakian capital, for lunch en route to Budapest. But Istvan blew a tyre in his supposedly superior car on the way, setting us back a couple of hours and forcing us to miss out on lunch. It was the first such incident of the trip and I wrote in my notebook, “I suspect this will be a theme of the next four months.”

				If only I’d known.

				 

				 

				Plotting A Coup

				 

				Back in Hungary we were reunited with Tony, Zsofi and Lovey. Our Budapest base camp was the usual chaos, with Lovey always frantic about something. He was juggling a lot of balls, so he was rather stressed out and made sure we all knew about it.

				Getting anything done with that many people took time. With eight Trekkers and a cameraman even sorting out minor details was a horribly drawn out process. A decision might need to be made, but, coming from democratic countries (except the Americans), everything first had to be put to a committee. Everyone had to be rounded up for a meeting, which invariably meant explaining the whole situation again and again ad nauseam as we took it in turn to stick our oar in.

				Often these meetings took hours and nothing actually came of them - after all the discussion we often didn’t even reach a clear decision. I guess we really were operating a true democracy.

				Some of us did have permanent roles. Carlos was treasurer. Istvan was the cameraman. I was writing the story. Tony was the mechanic. But maybe we needed a leader?

				Perhaps there should have been weekly presidential elections; once someone had been selected they would have absolute authority for the week, before facing a vote of confidence.

				Or we could have divided the countries among ourselves, and each taken control in our own chosen nation. It would certainly have helped with planning if we had specific countries allotted.

				Or maybe I should have instigated a coup? Seized power, put trusted lieutenants in positions of authority and crushed dissidents. After all, we were in the former Soviet republics. I could have put photos of myself in all the cars, slowly developed a personality cult, set five-year plans and insisted on collectivising resources in my own car, from where I could distribute them as I saw fit. Anyone who discussed the plan or schedule, or questioned my judgement, could easily be exiled to the support vehicle. Either way, decision-making needed to be streamlined. For the sanity of all of us.

				 

				 

				The Second Going

				 

				Zsofi had arranged a departure party at a popular Budapest haunt called West Balkan. They kindly gave us a 5,000 florin (€20) bar tab each, let us put up sponsors’ signs all over the place and give a press conference to a bunch of local TV and radio stations.

				The press conference was excruciating. We foolishly didn’t start the thing until gone ten, and everyone had made a decent stab at the bar tab by then. We paraded onto the stage in front of the cameras and a moderator interviewed Zsofi in Hungarian while we stood looking sheepish and uncomprehending in sponsored polo shirts.

				Lovey then had the opportunity to address the attentive journalists in the manner of all great captains setting off on long journeys - think Neil Armstrong before Apollo 11. Unfortunately Lovey wasn’t at his optimum and the moderator’s attempts at opening him up were met by one-word answers. I’m not sure what the Hungarian public thought of us, but I sensed people didn’t rate our chances of reaching Cambodia too highly.

				Everyone kicked back and partied, culminating in a great performance by Brains, a local reggae/drum ‘n’ bass act that Zsofi persuaded to play for free. We had all the Trabbis parked in the courtyard of the club so most of us ended up falling asleep in them at the end of the night. I can’t quite see the practice catching on at Ministry of Sound, but it gets my full endorsement.

				The next morning OJ and I, feeling a little the worse for wear, returned to Bratislava to get the footage we had missed when Istvan’s tyre blew out. It seemed a nice enough old place, with a similar feel to Budapest, sitting along the Danube with its attractive Habsburg architecture. I discovered that it’s possible to squeeze a Trabant along the public footpaths in the centre of the city to gain easy access to a beach by the river. Security weren’t as impressed with this manoeuvre as I was, but they let us film on the beach for ten minutes before moving us on.

				 

				***

				 

				Our journey from Zwickau through Dresden, Prague and Bratislava to Budapest had gone smoothly and routinely. With good roads and an easy path, we had pretty much partied the whole way. It felt like a dummy run, a test flight, and other than a few minor adjustments - the tent is crap, there is no cigarette lighter in Fez etc - all was good.

				Back in Budapest there were a good few days of repacking the cars and pulling together all the last details, which inevitably took longer than expected. One day turned to three, with the departure date pushed back again and again. Megan started to get frustrated, Justin ran out of time and went home to Philadelphia, but Marlena opted to stay on, which was a welcome decision - it was good to have more female company.

				Eventually we all felt as ready as we would ever be, except Lovey who was still negotiating with a TV company in Budapest. He decided he would stay behind to finalise a few things, then catch us up in Romania by plane.

				So again we set off, and this time we almost had a full team, all three Trabbis, the Mercedes, Tony, OJ, Carlos, Zsofi, Megan, Marlena, Istvan and me. Four cars, eight people, and more instant noodles than I ever care to carry again.

				 

				 

				Romania

				 

				Entering Romania from Hungary was like entering another world. The border town we drove through was crumbling, windswept and dilapidated, full of beggars, chancers and street urchins.

				But as we got into the countryside the scenery, and my opinion, slowly shifted. Driving through the Carpathian Mountains, there is a real Alpine feel. Tall evergreens cover the hillsides, with streams, rivers and dams along narrow valleys. But the houses are different; fewer of the sturdy looking log cabins preferred by the French, more rickety wooden shacks.

				The old women in the countryside genuinely looked like storybook gypsies - sturdily built, leathered faces, large bosoms and shawls wrapped around their heads. They always seemed to be carrying a wicker basket, child or animal. The old men, too, seemed like caricatures, often wearing worn, old fedora hats on top of tanned, wrinkled faces that lifted into a gurn when they offered a gummy grin at our passing cars.

				The manicured main roads were a kind of living museum for modes of transport past and present: livestock and horse and cart mixed with up-to-date Western and clapped-out Soviet vehicles. Dogs barked as we passed, and plump, ripe looking cows stood casually in the road to admire our paintwork, showing scant regard for road safety. You can’t outstare a cow and nor is the horn an effective weapon in such cases. There must be some kind of bovine warning that will get the damn things to move, but perhaps centuries of fenced-off domestication have left the modern agri-cow too thick to get out of the way of oncoming traffic.

				

				We got a lot of attention as we passed through. Cameras snapped and kids waved. Older folk stopped and stared as if to ask whatever next would come through their country.

				We’d been on Czech and Hungarian TV, and the message was obviously out because twice we were recognised at petrol stations by middle-aged Hungarians who’d seen us on the news. One of them, wearing the smallest shorts east of the Danube delta, helped us negotiate for petrol after we foolishly ran out of gas without any local currency or knowledge - a situation that would frequently recur.

				 

				***

				 

				We had always planned to try and visit some children’s charities along the way, and we found our first in the city of Bacau. I brought along a football, think- ing the best way to bond with the kids would be through the beautiful game, but I wasn’t prepared for the reception. The kids were crazy, full of all the energy you’d expect of excitable ten-, eleven- and twelve-year-olds, clambering on you, shrieking, jumping about.

				We had a kick about and then took them for a spin in the cars. They loved it, screaming, squealing, grabbing the wheel and honking the horn. It was a great visit and filled me with energy and optimism. I also found it inspiring to see good work being done on the scarcest of resources, something we could probably have learned from.

				 

				 

				Trabbi Clubs In Romania

				 

				Navigating the Carpathian Mountains was fun. The Trabbis could only make the steeper climbs in first or second gear - they would rev like lawnmowers and hit 20kph if we were lucky. So we ascended at this horribly noisy and frighteningly slow pace, normally with a long line of traffic behind us. I’m sure the other motorists would have been honking if it weren’t for the sheer ridiculousness of our convoy.

				The way down was easier, as the Trabbis handled well, even if the brakes were a touch weak, and when the road was dry you could carve the little beauties round the turns like rally cars. Carlos and I were overcome by the spirit of Fernando Alonso and Lewis Hamilton and took to racing each other down the steep, winding paths.

				 

				***

				 

				Transylvania may be best known for its vampires, but the region is also famous for its hospitality, and it didn’t let us down. Everywhere we went people insisted on feeding us, housing us and taking a look at the cars.

				We had arranged to meet the Trabant Club of Udvarhely as we came through the town, but we were characteristically late and unsure of how to contact them. They must have had spotters around because within a few miles of entering Udvarhely a souped-up Trabbi swooped down on us, overtaking and flashing its lights. It led us to a nearby petrol station where another four Trabbis greeted us with their owners and a woman from a newspaper.

				The Trabbi owners swarmed around our cars. Lifting the bonnets to examine the engines and tinkering with the lights, they looked like little nanobots scurrying over the vehicles. They had opted to stick with the original Trabbi exterior, but beef up the interiors and stereos. The cars looked classic, original, and were clearly the labour of an intense love - a noticeable contrast to our battered old Trabbis.

				We left Fez with the Trabant club members, who spent a couple of hours removing and adjusting the engine, and fixed the lights. Transylvanian hospitality.

				 

				***

				 

				

				Despite the maintenance, Fez wasn’t too happy, and much of the next day was written off by breakdowns. This was a regular occurrence. We spent a couple of hours stuck high in the mountains in a quiet old town beautifully named Homorod. It was a long, stop-start day, with Gunther proving a lot of trouble, and to top it off we forgot to close the bonnet properly before a test drive along the potholed mountain road and the hood duly leapt up and smashed the windscreen. We finally limped in to Brasov late at night after covering just 150km in eight hours.

				On the outskirts of the city we were met by a Trabbi club very different to our previous hosts. While the Trabant Club of Udvarhely had stayed loyal to the original shape and colour of the cars, the Trabant Club of Brasov had no qualms with modifying to suit their own rather camp tastes. The three cars that met us were neon pink, lime green, and bright orange convertibles with animal print seat covers and novelty gear sticks. They were drag queen Trabants.

				We stopped by the airport to pick up Lovey and do a few TV interviews with some very camp reporters. Were we being used for gay propaganda? It was impossible to tell.

				Members of the Brasov Trabant Club kindly let us sleep on their floors and put on breakfast the next morning while Tony went to get the Mercedes repaired. Our Romanian hosts had a thorough look at our Trabbis and returned with a less than enthusiastic conclusion.

				“You’ll be lucky to get 5,000km in those Trabants,” was the expert verdict, as interpreted by Zsofi, “those cars are terrible. Who did this work for you? You should have brought the cars to us. No way will you get to Cambodia. Maybe if you leave them here for a month and we work on them. But now? No. 5,000km maximum.”

				This was worrying. The guy owned three Trabbis himself and had a garage crammed with spare parts. I was pretty sure he knew his stuff. 5,000km would get us to Turkey. Pitiful.

				But Tony was characteristically cool. “They’re snobs,” he said, and he had a point. Their cars did look impeccable, they were clearly perfectionists. “Our cars aren’t perfect like theirs, but they’ll get us there.”

				I trust Tony. Fez, Dante and Ziggy may not have had all the spit and polish, all the replacement parts and careful maintenance. They were rough, but they were ready. We hoped.

				 

				 

				Vlad The Impaler And Count Dracula

				 

				The medieval market town of Brasov was once visited by one of Transylvania’s more colourful characters - the fifteenth-century prince, Vlad III, more commonly known by his nickname, Vlad the Impaler.

				The Impaler earned his moniker from the brutal way he executed his enemies. The victim would be seated on a long, sharpened stake and a horse tethered to his legs. Then the horse pulled away, gradually bringing the stake upright. As the victim’s full weight came onto the stake it impaled him, via his anus, through his body and out through his mouth.

				Vlad’s cruelty was infamous. According to legend he went to Brasov in 1459 and had 30,000 of the city’s merchants and officials impaled for refusing to accept his authority. An old Romanian story claims people were so afraid to commit crimes in Vlad’s time, you could leave a bag of gold in the middle of the street, then return and pick it up the next day. On one occasion Ottoman emissaries failed to remove their headgear after entering his court, so Vlad ordered their hats nailed to their heads. That’ll teach them.

				To be fair to Vlad he had a tough upbringing. His father was executed by the Hungarians, who “scalped” him - they sliced a line around his head, then literally tore his face off while he was still conscious. And his older brother Mircea also fell victim to his political opponents, who blinded him by jabbing hot iron stakes into his eyes and then buried the poor bugger alive. Vlad himself was held hostage for years by the Ottomans, who kept him in an underground cell and occasionally brought him out for a good flogging. So you can understand why he had a few issues.

				

				Despite his indiscretions, Vlad is regarded as a folk hero by Romanians for driving off the invading Turks. Historians believe he impaled 100,000 Turkish Muslims, and legend has it that Mehmed II, the famously ruthless Ottoman king, turned back from invading Vlad’s capital when he saw the impaled remains of 20,000 soldiers outside the city gates.

				He was so successful at protecting Christian Europe’s eastern frontier that the Holy Roman Emperor appointed him to a secret sect called the Order of the Dragon, Societas Draconis, and it is from the Romanian translation of Dragon that Vlad takes his most famous title: Dracula.

				It is probably from the Vlad legend that Bram Stoker took the name for the famous vampire count in his 1897 novel. What ’s strange about Count Dracula’s popularity is that he’s the creation of an Irish theatre manager who wrote an English horror novel after being inspired by a visit to a Scottish castle. Yet this entirely fictitious count is now Transylvania’s most famous figure, and draws legions of tourists to Bran Castle, commonly known as Dracula’s Castle. We were no exception. Well you have to have a look don’t you?
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				Dracula’s castle

				 

				In fact, the castle has few links to the real Walachian Prince Dracula aka Vlad the Impaler, or the fictitious Count Dracula. But why let the facts get in the way of the tourist industry? It isn’t a particularly impressive castle: pretty, ornate and overlooking an important pass in the mountains, but just outside the gates there is a full-on Dracula market cashing in on the legend with all manner of tat.

				Unsurprisingly we arrived too late to get in, so decided to camp overnight and visit in the morning. We found a great spot by a church, near a graveyard, overlooked by the castle. A couple of gypsy families lived nearby and, when the police turned up to try and move us on, the families intervened to let us stay.

				We drank Hungarian moonshine while OJ knocked up some pasta over the campfire. We had set off with such ambitious ideas of luxurious camps that we had even packed a picnic table and a few chairs. But in fact these were rarely used, and we only made campfires on a handful of occasions. We tended to either drive well into the night, or stop to eat at a café ahead of camping. We were all thirsty for coffee in the mornings, but making a fire seemed an over-long process when we were keen to get back on the road. Eventually we picked up a gas stove that did the trick. We could set the thing up in the boot of Dante, so it was impervious to wind or rain, and boil hot water for coffee or pasta. OJ settled into the role of group chef; he loved to cook, even if it was instant pasta in powdered sauce.

				That evening we had a merry, giggly time. Megan drank a little too much and regaled us with streams of nonsense. Istvan lightened up and started offering head massages. Later on we overheard the sound of bass lines pounding in the distance, so a few of us set off into the night and eventually stumbled across an outdoor party where we danced with locals and tourists, before stumbling back by moonlight under the disapproving gaze of Dracula’s Castle.

				It was a good bonding session. Istvan in particular had opened up for the first time, ignored the language barrier and got involved, which was important. Already people were reluctant to ride with him because he didn’t really speak, and the only person he could communicate with, Zsofi, flat out refused to share his car. But if there was trouble brewing, and the demonization of our cameraman could only spell trouble, then hopefully the new relaxed Istvan would get through it.

				 

				 

				Bulgaria

				 

				Although we had planned to stop off along Bulgaria’s Black Sea coast, we reckoned that we were already running about a week behind schedule - quite a feat considering we had only been on the road for twenty days.

				In these situations we had to weigh up what we wanted to see the most, in this case a bit of Bulgaria, or more of Turkey. One would have to be sacrificed and in the end we opted for Bulgaria. We would drive day and night for 450km to get through the country, our first real stab at all-night driving.

				

				There was quite a feeling among the group that I was a crap driver. People always get defensive about this sort of thing, and of course I would stick up for myself. But it occurred to me on one of the long, idle roads through Bulgaria that prior to Trabant Trek the longest stint I had ever done behind a wheel was three hours stuck in traffic trying to get across London. Hardly ideal prep for our mission. I’d only passed my test 18 months before we left, and in that time I’d managed to frighten most of my friends, not, I would argue, through driving dangerously, more through their miscomprehension of my unique roadside manner. I would always chime in that I’d never had an accident, though really I imagined an accident was the sort of thing that should improve your driving, or at least help you grasp your limits.

				England is a small country and there are few excuses for long drives, from London it is an easy few hours to Manchester or Bristol, and I can get down to Brighton beach in fifty minutes. But America is a hugely different story and the Yanks would talk about short nips down to mysterious places like The Lake or The Cabin that took seven or eight hours, an automotive odyssey in my world.

				So really there could be little argument that in terms of time spent driving and miles covered, the Americans were far ahead of me. Obviously I had an innate inner talent for motoring that few else on the planet share - just witness my parallel parking - but yes, I was low on experience.

				Carlos would get particularly worked up by the Yanks’ cocky assertion of highway superiority. “Yes, well, Americans are the best at everything,” he would tell me, trying to etch sincerity across his face but giving the game away with the cheeky Spanish eyes.

				But, for me at least, Bulgaria was my first stab at driving through the night, and it wasn’t an easy experience. Being stuck cruising at 80kph on long, straight, dark roads is the purest sleep inducer. The headlights in Fez were so poor that only a few feet of road was really visible, so it was better to follow the taillights of the Trabbi in front. And in the depths of the night how those lights mutate and twist and fade and trick. They draw close to each other and join the number plate to form the eyes and mouth of a ghostly visage. They fade apart and appear like traffic lights on either side of the road and as you are lost in the vision the eyelids droop and sag and weigh so heavy. Then a jolt, a jump, something comes at you from the side of the road and you sit bolt upright swerve the wheel and snap out of it, but there’s nothing there. I look over at my passenger, see they haven’t been woken by the commotion, and carry on. And again the lights are off and dancing and taunting and the vision clouds and fades and my eyes are open but I can’t see and the head rocks and again the jump, the brake, the swerve and I come to.

				On these night drives I tried all sorts of things to keep myself awake. I would wind my window right down and hang my face in the onrushing air. Once I tried holding my arm out and rolling it in circles - I got to 2,000 before tiring of the game. Music helped, but the stereo in Fez was a fickle beast and my MP3 player had broken before we had even set off. Singing seemed to work, though initially I felt for my passenger with me belting out Adem at the top of my voice. This concern was overcome when I witnessed Carlos singing his favourite Spanish love ballads as he drove - an emotional and upsetting performance.

				Often in those early days I took to slapping myself around the face to keep me going, a hard, firm right-hander across the cheek. But as the lids gained weight the slaps became more frequent until I was permanently beating myself up - not a lasting solution.

				I would take to playing my own game with the odometer, breaking down the distance we’d covered into fractions and percentages and working out how much further we had to go: “… so we’ve done seven kilometres, out of 450, so seven goes into 45 what six times? No nearer seven? No somewhere in between, say 6.4, okay so seven goes into 450 maybe 64 times? Okay, so just sixty three of those journeys left. And how long did that take? About ten minutes, no, nearer twelve minutes, okay so 64 times 12, bugger, okay 60 times 12 is 720, 720 remember 720, 720. Now 12 times four is 48, add that to 720, okay, 760, 768. So there’s 768 minutes to go, so what’s that? 10 hours is 600 minutes, so 12 hours is 720 minutes so that’s about 12 hours and three quarters left of driving… bollocks… well how far have we gone now? Right ten kilometres, okay, so that’s...”

				On and on this game would go, although I’m not sure if mental arithmetic speeds time up or slows it down. Another challenge was to avoid looking at the odometer for as long as possible, but at night with nothing but blackness and those taillights it was a pretty fruitless exercise.

				The general consensus, at least in Fez, was that you drove until you started seriously hallucinating, then you woke your buddy. I hated waking my buddy, it always felt like a cop out and I avoided it as long as I could. But if you were the one sleeping and you were told it was your shift you had no choice. The worst time to be woken would be about 2am. You may have had three or four hours broken sleep, then you were expected to drive through the night and into the sunrise, a time of day that plays havoc with your night eyes.

				Thankfully it rained throughout our Bulgarian drive, giving no one much inclination to leave the cars, but a bout of the shits hit the group, only adding to my desire to leave the country. In our tightly packed Trabbis diarrhoea was an unwelcome guest.

				The Bulgarians were mostly unpleasant and inhospitable; though I don’t mean to sully an entire nation, that was my feeling after twelve hours in the country.

				Late that afternoon, when looking for somewhere to fill up, we realised Gunther had a flat. The petrol station we were in didn’t take credit cards, and once again we had cleverly neglected to exchange any currency at the border. On discovering this, the husband and wife team in charge seemed genuinely appalled that we were in their petrol station with no money to buy gas, despite being clearly unable to leave the place due to one horribly flat tyre. They gesticulated, shouted and generally looked angry.

				Seeing that we were trying to navigate four cars through 24,000 treacherous kilometres we had attached plenty of spare wheels to the vehicles. But we didn’t bring a tyre iron or wrench that would fit the Mercedes. No tool to actually replace a tyre. The intellectual vacuum in our preparations was almost unfathomable, I mean really, who forgets a tyre iron? That day’s note reads: “If we get through this I’m sure we’ll have disproved Darwin’s theory of the survival of the fittest. Utter stupidity.”

				The obnoxious couple who ran the petrol station refused to help us, instead waving the international hand gesture for piss off. After an hour of begging and searching among the few nearby stores open on a quiet Sunday in some long-forgotten path through the Bulgarian hills we came up with a tool and repaired the Merc.

				I’m not sure what was said, but when we drove away the owner of the petrol station threw a handful of stones and gravel at us and mimed a couple of uppercuts into the air. Bulgarians...

				Late that night, at a truck stop, I had the worst chicken soup known to man. The joint was a filthy fleapit, filled with overweight truckers smoking incessantly and scratching their balls. We ordered from what appeared to be a gremlin. He stood blankly behind the counter with a trail of snot running from his nose to his mouth. The soup was covered in a thick film of unshiftable grease and lurking in the bottom were the random odds and ends of a chicken that would have been unservable if they weren’t shrouded in the mysterious milky liquid. I limited myself to two spoonfuls and filled my stomach with bread.

				Entertainment was provided by a plump, aged prostitute who repeatedly tried it on with OJ. After attempting to chat him up, then insisting on serving him food, she danced on a bar stool in what she must have assumed was a seductive manner. She looked agonisingly pathetic, and I couldn’t help but wonder which of the truck drivers in the room were turned on.

				Lovey left his wallet in the car while we were in the café, and later he realised it had gone missing. In it were his bank cards, but also $300 of group money.

				Well into the night, we pitched our tents half a kilometre from the Turkish border. By that time only Americans were driving.

				 

				 

				Istanbul

				 

				We entered Turkey on Monday afternoon, 5 August 2007, after a six-hour nightmare crossing the border.

				“Where you go?” asked the border guard.

				“Cambodia.”

				“Where?”

				“Kam-boh-dya,” I tried pronouncing the word in a dodgy kebab shop voice.

				“Cambodia? You funny. Have nice Istanbul.”

				Immediately I noticed a major difference between the skylines of Eastern Europe and Turkey. While the Bulgarian and Romanian cityscapes were dominated by huge chimneys reaching out from usually derelict factories, the Turkish horizon was punctured by the minarets and spires of thousands of mosques reaching for the clouds. The Soviet investment in the industrial contrasted with the Ottoman affection for the spiritual. Or something like that.

				Istanbul was a true wonder. Every corner I turned, my breath was taken away by another convergence of history, culture and religion, lying like geological formations with tell-tale signs of their period. I spent the first day walking with eyes fixed firmly at the sky, so stunned by the architecture that I kept bumping into passers-by. After a collision I would instinctively touch my wallet through the canvas of my shorts before offering my apologies. Istanbul is amazing - but entirely human.

				We negotiated a good price to sleep on the roof of a hostel, and set up a bar tab on the promise of a group discount. It turned out two beers cost the same as our accommodation, but we didn’t discover that till many, many beers later.

				 

				***

				 

				It is claimed by some that in advertising sex sells, but in Istanbul’s Grand Bazaar, the merchants have gone so far as to insist that buying some knock-off copy of Calvin Klein aftershave will ensure you cop off with anything that moves.

				“You want perfume - this best, you like it. Good price. Where you from? Make you good jiggy jiggy. I love England. Take this, have perfume, you like it - best jiggy jiggy. You lots jiggy jiggy this,” claimed a hawker exchanging a knowing wink with another trader and trying to thrust perfume into my hands.

				Unimpressed, we ploughed on, not an easy task in the bazaar’s crowded aisles, but the pimp followed us, uttering his sales pitch like a hermetic chant, rising to a crescendo as he finally got frustrated: “good for jiggy jiggy, Good For Jiggy Jiggy, GOOD FOR JIGGY JIGGY.”

				The products of globalisation were fully on show - Adidas, Nike, Christian Dior et al. I had no idea whether it was fake or real and avoided eye contact where I could.

				“Where you from?” seemed the traders’ favourite opener.

				“Er… Surrey…”

				“Ah, Surrey very nice place.”

				“So you’ve been?”

				A blank stare.

				“Surrey very nice place. You like T-shirt?”

				Wherever I said I was from, I was always told it is a very nice place before having something cheap and badly labelled waved at me.

				 

				***

				 

				By the evening I was sick of company. Travelling in a group that size meant constant compromise and debate, and I wanted to go at my own pace. So I made a vague excuse and split from the group. I ate a meal alone at my table, past midnight, surrounded by locals, and it was refreshing to have a few beers with my thoughts.

				An old man with a cigarette-strained voice played the sitar gently and a drunken Italian woman giggled loudly, as if being courted, though I didn’t turn to look. It was comforting not to have to make any more group decisions and I retired early to the roof, where the sea breeze cooled me to sleep.

				A few weeks later I learned that my non-appearance with the others had led to a sort of group bitching session. Over the preceding few days I had made a short video for the web called “Searching For Bulgaria” about our attempts to find the border with the help of a couple of Romanian kids on a scooter. In the video Carlos is seen giving a cigarette to a fourteen-year-old. This didn’t go down too well with the group, who were insistent that it should be removed because of the charitable nature of our trip - we were meant to be helping kids, not poisoning them. This wasn’t the first time the group had tried to censor me; earlier in the trip I had used the term “squirrel fellatio” in a blog and had again been widely derided.

				I think the general problem was that I was writing most of the blogs, I was doing a lot of the stuff on camera, and now I was making videos for the website. But not everyone agreed with my style, or what I had to say, and there was a worry that the outside world was only seeing my representation of Trabant Trek, which maybe didn’t suit sponsors or charities. Lovey said that Google lost interest in sponsoring us when they read my mildly critical blog about Bulgaria. I had also signed off the video I made with my own name and email address, which seemed to upset some people. But I was always taught to sign your own work - otherwise someone else will.

				Anyway, whatever was said that night, and I’ll never really know, I felt a detachment from the group occur. Maybe it was just a low ebb - I’d been away from home for a month - but I consciously decided to stay away from the camera a bit and focus more on writing. I also decided to start my own website to host the more risqué posts, while the more sponsor-friendly stuff could still go up on the group site.

				This was the first post on my new website:

				 

				 

				CENSORED: AN ANGRY RANT AGAINST CENSORSHIP AND SPONSORSHIP

				 

				The ‘doing it for the kids’ thing is pissing me right off.

				So we’re supposed to be raising money for charity. So we need to attract sponsors. But the sponsorship thing is a giant chain around our necks - oh you can’t mention squirrel fellatio in your blog, that might scare off sponsors; you can’t have a three second scene of Carlos giving a 14-year-old a cigarette on your website, we’re doing this for the kids remember, it might scare off sponsors.

				Bolox to sponsors - there aren’t any anyway - what’ve we got from sponsors? Three useless GPS from Nav’n’Blow to wear their shitty T-shirts, a box full of aspirin from some pharmaceutical company in exchange for a bumper sticker - fuck all that, wish we hadn’t got involved.

				How am I meant to portray what happens when we’re travelling if it gets censored by the rest of the group because we’re meant to be raising money for kids? Or because some giant corporate company gave us a couple of SatNavs that won’t even work for the majority of our journey.

				What a load of shite.

				We should never have done this for charity - instead we should have done it for a TV show. We should have filmed it, edited a pilot and then tried to flog it to anyone who was interested.

				I’ve even been told that I can’t mention how terrible Günter the Mercedes is in case I worry Zsofi’s parents. If that’s the precedent I may as well never mention a day on the road.

				At the moment we’re catering for our ‘sponsors’ and ‘donators’ so can’t show any of the interesting or funny stuff that’s happening - “Ooo, mustn’t offend anyone…” 

				Where will this end? Am I allowed to mention that we’re using illegal number plates to cross borders? Should I say that we camp where we shouldn’t? That we’re planning to film in Turkmenistan without a licence? That we smuggled a camera into Bran Castle? These are the highlights of the trip, strip them out and we’re a bible camp.

				 

				 

				

				The Aya Sophia

				 

				The next day I wandered alone in my new spirit of detachment, but was happy to embrace the beauty of Istanbul and its vibrant atmosphere. The city straddles the Bosphorus, making it the only city in the world on two continents, Europe and Asia. Its history is linked to the great empires of both continents, particularly the Romans, Byzantines and Ottomans, all of whom have ruled and left their own fingerprints.

				The place is crammed with mosques; like pubs in English cities there’s one on every block. Spires and minarets reach out majestically from the base of elegant hubs to pierce the sky and inspire the heart.

				Perhaps the best symbol of that great city is the Aya Sophia - the Church of the Holy Wisdom of God - a building so magnificent no conqueror could bear to sack it, instead consecrating it for their own religions. The colossal sixth-century domed church had been used by Byzantine Orthodox Christians, Roman Catholics and Muslim Ottomans over the years. Now it was in the hands of secular authorities and, fittingly, had been turned into a museum. Much of the Ottoman plasterwork had been stripped away, revealing the stunning mosaics, hidden for five hundred years.

				I could have stayed in Istanbul for a week, but visas wait for no man. Two nights there was all we had. So grudgingly I left, promising myself that I would return with greater freedom.

				 

				 

				Izmit

				 

				“Do you ever feel like we’re duping these people?” OJ asked me. “I mean, I want to be good, I want to seem professional. But we are all such fucking idiots.”

				Wise words as we arrived at an Izmit hotel room, paid for by a local charity, after managing to turn a simple 60km journey into a three-hour nightmare. I sometimes felt the same. Should we be accepting the charity’s hospitality? We were not raising money for them specifically, though I guess the press attention we were attracting may have helped in some way.

				They were certainly very keen to help us, arranging for us to meet the city’s “president” or mayor, Halil Yenice. Mayor Yenice is an important man, we were told, and he runs a city of two million people, bigger than Budapest, and one of the richest cities in Turkey. As we were already running late to meet this dignitary, and on a tight schedule, Dante’s battery decided it was a good time to throw in the towel. After ten minutes of trying to defibrillate the thing Tony decided to change it. We were in a tiny back alley while this was going on, with trucks trying to weave past, the Trabbis facing in opposite directions and a growing crowd forming to point and laugh.

				Maybe it was because we were holding up so much traffic, possibly it was because we were aiming the wrong way down a one-way street, whatever the reason, the police showed up to escort us to the meet the mayor. They closed off streets along the route and when we arrived we were greeted by a mob of photographers and journalists, snapping away enthusiastically, and the big man himself, Yenice, who came down to shake hands, pose for pictures and look over the engine.

				We were called up to his office for more photos, a press conference and a chance to quiz him about the city. He explained that Izmit was the former capital of the Eastern Roman Empire and in the fourth century was the fourth biggest city in the world. Then called Nicomedia, it was far more important than nearby Constantinople (Istanbul) as a staging point for Roman armies and navies heading along the Bosphorus. It was a perfectly placed administrative centre, and, surrounded by what was known as the “Sea of Trees”, it had a prolific shipyard.

				But, explained Yenice through an interpreter, eighty per cent of the Roman architecture remains buried underground. Yenice wants to bring it to the surface to attract tourists and help re-establish the city. As a mark of how big a job he has, I told him that, despite Izmit’s imperial past, the city did not even get a mention in our guidebook - not so much as a paragraph. He nodded and said he hoped our presence in the city would help attract attention to it. For a moment I felt like a British emissary at the court of a far-away king, rather than a scruffy, slightly malodorous crackpot on a hair-brained folly across the world.

				I mentioned to Yenice that I fancied a kick about with some kids – maybe from the charity that was putting us up. I’d imagined a friendly footy game, a bit of exercise for me, fun for the kids and shots for the film. But Yenice can obviously pull a few strings. We were taken to a full-blown football academy, where forty or fifty kids were training. They were involved in a practice game, and it was clear when we arrived that we were going to be horribly out of our depth, but there was no backing out.

				After two minutes of being hounded by the little Turks, who seemed to be everywhere, my lungs burned and I felt sick. OJ had given away a penalty with a hand-ball, and I’d equalised directly from a corner.

				Just when I thought I might faint, they subbed on a fresh team. Then after ten minutes another one. Then another. We were shattered, and by the end were being run ragged by ten-year-olds. Only some goalkeeping heroics from Lovey stopped us getting slaughtered. He reminded me of Sly Stallone in Escape to Victory.

				Our pre-teen tormentors eventually equalised to make it an honourable 3-3 draw, suitable for both sides, and the whistle went. Damn that Yenice, I was knackered.

				 

				 

				Mornings

				 

				It was nigh on impossible to leave anywhere early, a situation that really began to rile some people. Istvan in particular would despair at our lazy morning progress and the amount of good light we missed. It was always going to be difficult to get going with that many people, but broadly there were two camps: the folk who struggled to get out of bed, including Lovey, Tony and me (strangely also the drinkers), and those who struggled to get moving, mostly OJ and Zsofi.

				I justified my lie-ins by pointing out that once I was up I was ready to drive in a matter of seconds. But others seemed to take an age to sort themselves out. Zsofi always seemed to find something to do just as we were all about to leave. Everyone would be in the cars, engines started, ready to go, and then the shout would go out: “Where’s Zsofi?”

				She would be in the toilet, brushing her hair, or she had decided to repack her bag. It seemed to happen every time and she eventually earned the nick-name “Kamaz”, after the slow Russian lorries that we passed. Further down the trail we would get to know just how much faffing about OJ was capable of too.

				Megan and Carlos were always the first up and the Spaniard normally stood by a car looking pissed off and waiting for everyone else to get ready. It used to really wind him up, but by the end he just took the micky out of us all:

				“So OJ can we go? Or do you want to take your top off, do some press ups, watch a film then moisturise?”

				We all knew that if we set off earlier we wouldn’t have to drive until so late, and by spending more daylight time on the road, we would get to see more of the world. But despite this being raised frequently, it took months for us to fall into a better routine.
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				The phone call home

				 

				 

				Asmara

				 

				We drove from Izmit through the night, aiming for the Black Sea. As we were slowly finding out on those winding mountain passes, the Trabbis did not enjoy the steep inclines and the little engines would scream in pain.

				“Shh shh shh, come on Fez, you can do it.”

				We would nurse the cars to the top of a hill, then be at the mercy of the Trabbis’ brakes as we free-wheeled down. Every few hours the smell of smoking brake fluid would waft into the cabin, and we’d stop on the side of the road to let the plates cool.

				We found the sea shortly before 3am, drove right up to it and the team pitched our tents in a stony car park while I went to hunt celebratory beer in the small coastal town of Asmara. We had a few drinks before bedding down, but the moment we had settled, and the swishing of polythene sleeping bags being adjusted had died down, our silence was broken by a cacophonous call to prayer. It was 5am. We had to laugh.

				 

				***

				 

				I always prefer to breakfast alone. I’m not at my best in the morning and small talk makes me irritable. Witnesses to my morning ire can wrongly take it as a personal affront, which sets out a bad stall for the rest of the day. I prefer to shake off the sleepy remnants of my subconscious with a coffee, plate of eggs and newspaper.

				Of course, in little Asmara few people speak English, there are no British papers and they do breakfast their own way. So I settled down at a café with a beautiful view over the small, cliff-ringed bay and admired the ambitious bushes and trees that clung to the rocks, surviving on the surplus of sun despite the weakness of the thin, stony soil.

				I had a traditional breakfast of wrinkly olives, a hard-boiled egg and salty feta with fresh bread, sticky honey and a salad of tomato, cucumber, peppers and onion, washed down with bitter, black tea.

				It felt like any town on the English coast - souvenirs and hawkers on the seafront, overpriced cafés with wonderful views, holidaying families splashing in the water.

				We drove the Trabbis onto a rocky section of beach and made a shelter from the wind and sun so that we could play a board game and unwind from the last two weeks of perpetual motion. OJ swam across the bay, I read and wrote, Megan and Marlena had a few drinks, Tony checked out the cars. Only Istvan was unhappy, suffering from a sickness of sorts and reluctant to get out of the Mercedes. I think his patience was wearing thin. But out of sight in the Mercedes he was out of mind and everyone enjoyed a lazy, sleepy day, and most retired early following a few late afternoon drinks. We expected it to be the last beach before Cambodia.

				 

				 

				

				Socialism In Turkey

				 

				Driving through the Turkish night to try and hit the Georgian border, Lovey and OJ noticed some kind of festival and pulled over. I had been asleep in Fez and felt groggy.

				An amphitheatre had been created in some urban wasteland, with four rough wooden stands set up for the crowd. An old man at the front played sitar and chanted in a deep voice that carried down my spine and earthed through my feet. The organisers had faced the stage lights towards the crowd, so the singer was impossible to make out behind the dazzling brightness.

				It was a lot like a festival - damp, crowded, with loud music and men and women in a state of ecstasy, looking ridiculous in rain macs, arms aloft, singing at the top of their voices. The smell of tobacco smoke hung in the air, but there was no alcohol on sale.

				I separated from the rest of the group but quickly attracted the attention of the locals who first attempted to interrogate me in Turkish, then wheeled out an English speaker. Anil Yenigul, a nineteen-year-old English student, told me that we were at the fourth annual socialism festival, organised by the local communist party, an occasion to celebrate and spread socialism, which was strangely popular in that small border town of 20,000. He acted as a translator as I quizzed the leaders of the party.

				What are people here for?

				“They believe in a society in which socialism lives. They are not a party, they are a movement, a group, but still they want to govern society. They want revolution. Their main aim is to achieve revolution, to organise Turkey into a socialist society.”

				But how will you achieve that?

				“With the fire of revolution.”

				I tried to get an explanation but I looked up from my notes and saw I was surrounded by angry, spitting, young men, shrieking in Turkish demanding that their voice be heard. My translator was overwhelmed.

				

				“We are Mao’s people,” I heard above the melee, and a Turk thrust his face into mine. “We are Mao. China’s people. Mao, Mao, Mao.”

				I could tell that the finer points of Turkish socialism were beyond my translator, so I asked what the music was.

				“Ahhh,” he said, a broad smile forming across his spotty top lip, “Nurettin Rengber. Traditional Turkish folk music. I love him.”

				Never before had I seen communists attempting to foment revolution through the power of traditional folk. Firebrand socialist folk activism – quite a sight.

				The police were out in force, young recruits wearing full body armour, looking primed for action. They had formed a blockade with trucks near the entrance to the square. “They are protecting us,” my guide explained, “because fascist attacks may happen. But also, they are the fascists you know,” he grinned.

				One of the police carried an AK47. The army were there too, carrying what looked to my naive eye like sub-machine guns.

				“MP5,” Lovey told me later, “Heckler and Koch.”

				Americans know about guns.

				I moved through the crowd with a growing entourage. They wheeled out the local girls and suddenly I was dancing. Everyone joined hands, insistent that I form a circle with them - not my forte - but I smiled and tried to hide my embarrassment.

				“Are you a socialist?” I asked one of the girls, in an effort to gauge the political activism of the women.

				“What?” She leant in closer, and I hunched down to meet her ear. “ARE YOU A SOCIALST?” I shouted above the twanging sitar and booming voice.

				“Thank you,” she replied, fluttering her lashes and retreating to giggle with her friends.

				“Where are you staying tonight?” one of the braver girls stepped forward. “Err… Georgia.” We were planning to cross the border, thinking it would be quicker late at night.

				“Yopra?” More giggles.

				

				My new friends left me with a traditional Turkish goodbye – touching each cheek against mine, an intimate and welcome gesture. I withdrew just in time from kissing Anil’s oily skin; we’re not in France.

				As we left the police appeared ready to break the place up - riot gear and shields at the ready, standing in formation near the blockade. They were only kids, late teens at most, but you could tell they were ready to crush whatever they were aimed at: socialists, fascists, liberals, Islamists. 

				It’s illegal to film the military in Turkey, and they shouted when I tried to photograph them. A local journalist, Sener Aslibay, saw my clumsy attempts, and took my arm: “It’s better that you leave now. I think there could be a problem with Gendarme.”

				“Why”

				“They are on opposite sides you know,” he replied, meaning the socialist festival-goers and the “fascist” police and army.

				“What will happen?”

				He shrugged and declined to elaborate, but the growing roars of the departing partiers, and the sight of the gendarmes armed and primed for a clubbing was enough.

				My new friend offered me a place to stay, and a meal, but I told him we were heading to Georgia that night. “You know in Georgia it is not safe?” It was a statement phrased as a question from Sener, who looked unsure about us leaving.

				“Why?”

				He shrugged. “They are poor. They are thieves. You just be careful.”

				“Have you ever been to Georgia?” I asked.

				“No. I know nothing of Georgia.”

				Just another scare merchant. If I had listened to all the people who gave me similar advice I would probably not have got out of bed in Shepperton.

				There was a split in the group over crossing the border. It was late, nearing midnight, the ground was soggy and we had made many socialist friends who, with typical Turkish generosity, had offered us food and shelter. Why cross into an unknown and possibly dangerous country late at night, with nowhere to stay, only to pitch a tent on the side of the road?

				We’re behind schedule and they’re just scare stories ran the counter argument. It won. We crossed the border in the early hours and headed into the Caucasus.
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