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The Slow Road

Sophie Ibbotson endures stifling Nepali heat, flooded Pakistani
roads, and bad Uzbekistani sushi on the Grand Trunk Road.

By Sophie Ibbotson
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he first thing we knew about flattening a police checkpoint was the sight

of an understandably irate policeman, chest heaving and jowls flailing,

as he attempted to flag us down several blocks further along the road.

Entirely oblivious to what had happened, we lumbered along, initially
ignoring the waving of arms and the deranged screeching of a whistle, discounting
them as no more than the usual precursor to a bribe. If it weren’t for the traffic, we
may not have stopped at all.

The officer had, by this stage, turned from his usual sweaty tan to a deep and angry
red. His furious outburst barely penetrated the Unimog’s cab, but a gut hunch said this
was something a little out of the ordinary. We lowered the window and peered down,
the significantly greater height giving us the same perspective as a mother surveying a
toddler in a tantrum. Chastened by his subordinate position, or perhaps surprised by
our completely guiltless faces, we were politely (if humoutlessly) informed that one
of the uncountable number of bangs and thumps in the last half mile was not in fact
a speed bump, a super-sized pot hole, or further proof that my joinery skills were not
up to scratch. Instead, it was the sound of a (thankfully unmanned) traffic inspection
post being knocked off its perch by the corner of our vehicle before being irreparably
squashed beneath a tire. Happily ensconced in the cab, miles up in the air and with
particularly springy suspension, we hadn’t realised a thing,



The Unimog (affectionately known as “Mog”) makes grown men
weep with joy. Weighing in at 5.6 tonnes, Mog is hardly the sprightliest
of creatures, but she goes where no other truck can. The 16 forward
and 8 reverse gears give the driver ultimate control; the chassis and back
are perfectly balanced to allow Mog to climb a 45-degree incline whilst
tilting at 35 degrees. She also has no compunction about getting her
feet wet—Mog can happily ford rivers more than 2 metres deep. Sim-
ply stopping at a traffic light draws a crowd (particularly when there’s a
woman at the wheel), and even the most belligerent of officials can be
tamed with an offer to let him play with the electric winch.

Mog’s latest incredible journey came about entirely by chance. Strand-
ed in India due to clutch failure on a previous trip, she had been garaged
out-of-the-way in Nepal pending the arrival of a new carnet. By the time
the replacement documents arrived, the Karakoram Highway (the swift-
est way to reach Kyrgyzstan from Nepal) was closed by a landslide and
flooding; Mog would have to go the long way home. This would involve
not only a drive of some 6,000 miles, but also taking in the wild and militant tribes of Balo-
chistan (official advice: don’t go), a third of Bush’s infamous Axis of Evil (official advice: see
Balochistan), and Turkmenistan (official advice: if you’re a journalist or have heard of human
rights, also don’t go). Perhaps we shouldn’t have welded Mog’s gun turret shut after all.

Despite the constant throng of tourists since the Hippie Trail of the 1960s, Kathmandu
itself remains desperately poor and has little to offer. The central Durbar Square has been
titivated and packed with touts and postcard sellers, but beyond that, even Mog was up to
her axles in effluent and despair. Lions wearing lipstick were one of the most enjoyable (and
unexpected) sites of the city, and Foo Dog-esque statues of varying sizes have their mouths
plastered with vermillion paste by devotees—the result often being that they look like an Es-
sex gitl at the end of an epic night out.

We retrieved Mog from her bijoux residence, a garage that seemed to double as both a
scrapyard and a playground for local youths. The fast-breeding family of mice that had made
their home in the back over the winter were unceremoniously separated from the boxes
of breakfast cereal, packets of soup, and a particularly noxious can of exploded chowder.
Anything we threw out (safe for human consumption or not) disappeatred instantaneously
into the loitering crowd, the joinery and wiring (always Mog’s weak points) were patched up
liberally with gaffer tape, cable ties, and screws, and everything was scrubbed until it (almost)
gleamed.

Driving a brilliant blue beastie through narrow city streets is bound to turn heads, and it is
the perfect starting point for any conversation. Whilst elsewhere in the world it is generally the
locals who provide the most interest, in Kathmandu it is the eclectic selection of foreigners,
many of whom have come to find themselves. We stifled more than a few giggles when a strap-
ping Stringfellow’s stripper announced what she did, but most intriguing was the middle-aged
yeti hunter from Slough, England. Divorced from her husband and with her children having
flown the nest, she was on a spiritual quest which, as far as we could see, involved mostly tie-
dyed scarves, voluminous silk trousers, and her own body weight in colourful prayer beads—
plus plenty of gin and tonic before bedtime. Whether she ever found a yeti, or indeed herself
(she was definitely lost and the yeti certainly absent at the time), we shall sadly never know.

Mog has a top speed of around 50 mph, but this is most definitely driving downhill on well-
maintained asphalt with a good tailwind. Our departure from Kathmandu took place at little
more than a walking pace. The man-size potholes and fractured concrete sewage pipes provided
less of an obstacle than the overladen trucks, mosquito-powered minibuses, and manic motor-
bikes which were zigzagging and belching acrid-smelling pollution as they lurched along the
road. The driving is homicidal, even by third-world standards, and I was relieved to be behind
the wheel rather than on foot. Even the embassy staff will tell you that in Nepal people get run
over twice: it is cheaper for the locals to pay off the police once they’ve killed someone than to
be lumbered with their hospital bill.

Clear of the city, we breathed a sigh of relief. For the first time in a week, we began to see
why people might actually want to visit Nepal. It’s warmer than you might expect for a moun-
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tainous kingdom, to the extent that even banana trees grow and vegeta-
tion is lush on the hillsides. The villages are far cleaner than the urban
areas, and people labour industriously in terraced fields. The colours here
are far more muted than in India, and there seems to be less chaos. A
few Maoist road blocks remain as a reminder of Nepal’s turbulent politi-
cal past, but checkpoint bribes are low ($0.50-$1 USD), and the Maoists
have less to bellyache about now that they are part of the establishment.
Every now and then we’d come around a bend and were met with a
breathtaking view of the Himalayas. There were snow-capped moun-
tains that stretched as far as the eye could see, beckoning us to their land
of snow and ice.

All fuel in Nepal is brought by truck from India, and the supply is
sometimes sporadic. As we approached the border we were down to
relying on jerry cans...the army-sized fuel supply we’d laughed at before
no longer seemed so silly.

Borders generally are my béfe noir, and the Nepal-India border was
to be no different. Indian officials have an ability to find problems with
even the most impeccable paperwork, and the bulging folder of carnets, extensions, registra-
tion documents, and automobile club letters had them positively panting with excitement. Five
hours, several generic-looking stamps, and no lunch later we were released, sweating profusely,
to chance our luck in the world’s largest democracy.

Bihar is not the ideal gateway to India. It’s one of India’s so-called “backward” states on
account of its poverty, corruption, and erstwhile reputation for banditry. An Indian joke runs
as follows:

The foreign ministers of India and Pakistan meet to discuss the future of Kashmir. Caught in the nsunal
deadlock, the Indian minister has a cunning plan that will allow him to give ground whilst still saving face.
He offers the Pakistani minister Kashmir if Pakistan will take Bihar too. The Pakistani minister refuses. In
desperation, the Indian minister then offers him the entirety of India, providing he accepts Bibar. Pakistan still
refuses, and the Indian minister returns home distranght.

Jokes aside (but armed with cans of bear spray nonetheless), we drove speedily through
Bihar to join the Grand Trunk Road (GT) south of Patna. The GT winds its way some 1,600
miles from Chittagong in southeastern Bangladesh, all of the way west to Kabul. Though much
of it is now a modern, multi-lane highway, there are still occasional stretches (particularly during
the monsoon) reminiscent of its ancient predecessors.

Shortly outside Bodh Gaya, the pilgrimage site where the Buddha purportedly attained
enlightenment, we pulled up at a dhaba, a spicy Indian roadside café. Well-fuelled on delicious
daal, butter chicken, and naan, we started up the mighty Mog as normal and went to reverse back
onto the road. Nothing happened. Mog would happily go forward, but absolutely refused to go
back. And there was a concrete wall in front.

Seeing our dilemma, a helpful Sikh gentleman with a few words of English introduced
himself. He explained that there was no vehicle within a hundred miles strong enough to pull
us back on the road. We would have to rely on manpower. To put it bluntly, I was highly scepti-
cal. There were in the vicinity no more than six or eight men, and not one of them stood taller
than five foot six inches. Our new helpers were all equally wiry, but none of them appeared
particularly strong. Fortunately, miracles happen, even in the strangest of places. In the space
of a few minutes, our decidedly weedy team was able to rock Mog back and forth sufficiently
that she hit her resonant frequency and sprung back a few magical feet towards the road, giving
us just enough space to exit. A new clutch would certainly be in order, but at least we weren’t
marooned in bandit land.

Delhi has its charms, but its traffic and often-narrow streets are, from previous experience,
not exactly compatible with a vehicle of Mog’s proportions. We weighed up our options and
decided to drive through by night, arriving on the western side just as dawn broke, exhausted
and on edge. Although the road surfaces around Delhi are reasonable, the other road users will
cause you to break into a cold sweat. Apparently, the truck drivers think they can save fuel by
turning off their headlights—the coloured fairy lights around their windscreens are the only
sign they are approaching. Camel carts use either carriageway, oblivious to the direction of
traffic flow. Pedestrians, often dressed in black, walk in the middle of the highway, using the
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lamps of the cars to light their way home. We were told
to watch out for any solitary light approaching, Whereas
in the West you might expect it to be a motorbike, in
India it could be a motorbike, a car with one light out, or
two motorbikes driving side-by-side carrying a wardrobe
between them. You never can tell.

Separated only in 1947, India and Pakistan share far
more in common than their politicians would ever admit.
Their history, culture, terrain, and cuisine are barely dis-

In our experience, Pakistanis are among
the most hospitable people on earth. You
will never be stuck for good company or a
tasty, home-cooked meal.

tinguishable, but you cannot fail to notice you’ve passed
from one to the other. This is thanks to the Wagah bor-
der crossing. It is the only one in the world that makes
me smile, and fans of Monty Python’s funny walks are in
for a particular treat here.

Wagah is the sole place where you can cross between
India and Pakistan, and it is only open for a short period
each day. Come mid-afternoon it closes for a feast of
nationalist showmanship, and doesn’t reopen until the
following day. Crowds on both sides amass to cheer on
their respective troops and flag bearers, and school chil-
dren are bussed in from miles around to bulk up the
numbers when necessary. Everything is about appear-
ance: the higher you can kick, the louder you can shout,
and the longer you can leave your flag flying, the better.
National pride depends on it.

Pakistan is much maligned, particularly in the press.
Of course there are terrorists, extremists, and general
nut cases there, but we have those in the West too, and it
is the average man on the street, his wife, and children,
who bear the brunt of a damaged reputation. In our ex-
perience, Pakistanis are among the most hospitable peo-
ple on earth. You may drown under the volume of tea
and Coca-Cola on offer, and return home a good stone
heavier than when you atrived, but you will never be
stuck for good company or a tasty, home-cooked meal.

Whilst in Lahore, undoubtedly the pearl of Paki-
stani cities, we stopped for dinner at Cooco’s. We had
abandoned Mog at the outskirts of Anarkali, the historic
dancing girls’ quarter, as once inside the narrow streets
she would only have become embarrassingly wedged.
Cooco’s restaurant sits on the roof of an old havels, the
sound of ankle bells and soft music drifting through the
dusk from neighbouring buildings. Its owner, Iqbal Hus-
sain, is Pakistan’s foremost modern artist and major col-
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lector of pre-Islamic art. The restaurant and his home in the building below are stuffed with an
enchanting combination of erotic Hindu temple carvings, monumental masonry from church-
yards, an impressive Indo-Greek bronze torso that came out of Afghanistan as scrap metal, and
Hussain’s own vibrant oils of prostitutes and politicians. If this were not already enough of a
visual feast, the view from the rooftop takes in not only most of old Lahore, but also two of its
architectural masterpieces: Lahore Fort and the 17th-century Badshahi Mosque.

Tempting as it was to stay in Lahore indefinitely, the road beckoned and we headed west
through southern Pakistan. Recent flooding had made travel almost impassable for smaller ve-
hicles, but Mog made good use of her 15 inches of ground clearance, scarcely noticing the mud
and pot holes. Hotel accommodation in this part of Pakistan is limited, and camping is rarely
recommended anywhere in the subcontinent, so for once we slept in the back of Mog. Origi-
nally built as a German army radio truck, we had kitted out her box with basic facilities but, until
now, never actually had cause to use them. I made a mental note to install 2 much-needed A/C
unit in the back on Mog’s next visit to Europe.

The region of Balochistan straddles both Pakistan and Iran. The Iranians are notoriously
paranoid about who they issue visas to; of all Mog’s lovely drivers, only Susanna was allowed in
the country. The rest of us would meet her on arrival in Turkmenistan, some 1,500 miles away.

Much is written about women in Iran, but scarcely any of it is true. The same goes for Iran’s
state propaganda about the West. It is said that Britain (little Satan), whispers into the ear of
the U.S. (big Satan), but in reality Iranians are just as dismissive of their government’s rhetoric
as anyone else. Foreigners are warmly welcomed, and the sight of a petite Englishwoman at
the wheel of a 5.6-tonne truck drew nothing but curious looks, giggles, and regular offers of
assistance.

There is too much to see in Iran to simply take the shortest route through. The first stop
was Bam, a mud-built citadel more than 2,000 years old that was flattened overnight by an earth-
quake in 2003. Renovation has begun that will ultimately allow the return of the city’s 10,000
surviving families, not to mention tourists, but the work will take years to complete.

Iran is home to some of the most beautiful, innovative architecture in the wotld, much of
it dating from the Medieval period. Wind towers capture the breeze and funnel it down into
the houses below, a form of ancient air conditioning, Paradise gardens with heavily-laden fruit
trees, shallow water channels, and fountains help reduce the ambient temperature, and ganats
(underground channels connected by shafts) have moved water through desert sands for the
past 3,000 years. The finest examples of these are in Yazd, in central Iran, and in Isfahan to the
west. So large and impressive is Isfahan’s main square, that it is known as Nagsh-¢ Jaban, the im-
age of the world. Artisans from across the known world came here to work, and much of their
craftsmanship is well preserved. Be sure to take a moment to sit opposite the Sheikh Lotfallah
Mosque, marveling at what it must have taken to build such a masterpiece by hand.

Mog steamed along from Isfahan to Tehran, relishing the silky smooth asphalt, if not the
crazy drivers. Having your hands on the steering wheel is, it seems, very much optional in Iran.
Mobile phones, take-out coffee, and miscellaneous items of make-up undoubtedly take prece-
dence. The stress apparently became too much for Mog as she entered the city. Slap-bang in the
middle of an intersection, she stopped short and refused to budge, becoming little more than a
12-foot-high blue roundabout.

As Sod’s law would have it, Mog had broken down on a public holiday. The following day,
Friday, was the Islamic day of rest. Mechanics could not be summoned for love nor money, and
so there was little to do but abandon her where she stood and seek assistance in two days time.

Popping back to check that Mog was still there (highly likely), hadn’t been broken into
(moderately likely), and hadn’t been run into (rather less likely), Susanna found a note stuck to
the windscreen. In perfect English the note revealed that possibly Iran’s only Unimog fanatic
had heard from a friend that a Unimog was in peril, and had rushed to the scene to provide his
assistance. He left his name and number, and asked to be allowed to lend his support to such
a fine example of Mercedes engineering, If she weren’t quite so blue, Mog would have been
blushing with pride.

Her new admirer duly summoned, Mog must have begun to feel rather better; after the most
cursory of inspections, she sprang unexpectedly back into life without so much as a screw being
fastened. Susanna and the Unimog-lover took a joy ride around town, garnering Mog a great
deal of compliments along the way. Then it was onwards towards Turkmenistan.

Slap-bang in the middle of an
intersection, the Mog stopped
short and refused to budge,
becoming little more than a
12-foot-high blue roundabout.
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Turkmenistan burns in summer, but temperatures drop well below freezing in
winter. Fall was now in its dying phases, and as we entered Central Asia, winter was
well on its way. The full team now reunited, we added a small quantity of petrol to
the fuel tank to keep the diesel from freezing, Once the snow fell thick, even that
didn’t much help. We followed the example of the Chinese drivers and lit a small fire
below the engine. Mog spluttered on, though far less contentedly than in the warmer,
southern climes.

Rural Turkmenistan and much of Uzbekistan were largely unseen beneath the
whiteout conditions. We wore thick, fur-lined boots, fur hats, and even the occasional
sleeping bag whilst in the cab. For once we were glad it was a bit of a squash.

In need of a warm bed and a good meal (specifically one that didn’t involve goat
fat on a skewer or goat fat in soup), we stopped for a few days in Tashkent, the capi-
tal of Uzbekistan. Destroyed twice in the 20th century alone (first during the 1917
revolution and later by an earthquake in 1966), most of the city is relatively new, de-
spite its 2,000-odd years of history. However, there are a few cultural highlights hid-
den amongst the Soviet concrete. The world’s oldest copy of the Quran, still stained
with the blood of Caliph Uthman, is housed in the Telyashayakh Mosque, and the
Amir Timur Museum is informative, even if it does leave you a little confused as to
whether Timur or President Karimov is actually Uzbekistan’s greatest hero.

One of the great attractions of this former Soviet state is that accessing high
culture is still unbelievably cheap. Opera and ballet are held in high regard, and tickets
rarely cost more than $5 USD each. Keen to take full advantage, we took ourselves
along to the Alisher Navoi Opera and Ballet Theatre, which was built by Japanese
prisoners of war during WWII and is Uzbekistan’s finest venue. With barely a word
in common, we managed to buy tickets, but could not make out hide nor hair about what
actually was to be performed. The two words we thought we recognised were children and
invalids, but that surely would make no sense at all.

Synchronised wheelchair dancing does, I'm sure, have its place. However, when half
of the performers are completely hidden under 6-foot flower arrangements, and the audi-
ence seems to think they’re at the circus, it degrades to a farce. We sat politely through the
first half, but beat a hasty retreat during the interval, reliving the whole hilariously tasteless
experience over sushi in a nearby restaurant. As if in punishment for our lack of staying
power, compassion, or cultural sensitivity, the sushi made its presence felt again in the early
hours of the morning. Note to self: do not eat raw fish in a third-world country thousands
of miles from the sea.

The last leg of the journey took us over the border to Kyrgyzstan. The snow had briefly
abated but temperatures remained devilishly cold. The thousands of miles of broken tar-
mac and potholes had finally taken their toll on Mog, and an inner tube burst in one of her
front tires. We were miles from anywhere useful.

We drew lots to decide who would go out in the cold and hitch to civilisation. Tom drew
the short straw, wrapped up in as many layers as would fit under his coat, and was thrust
out onto the roadside with the tire. Hitchhiking in Central Asia is relatively common due
to the absence of proper public transport, but the shortage of vehicles on the road means
it can still take a jolly long time to get a lift. Sixteen hours, a goat truck, three vodkas, and a
ride in an elderly Lada later, Tom was back and thawing out in Mog’s cab. We finally rolled
into Bishkek.

Journey’s end is an odd beast. The focus of previous weeks can evaporate in an instant,
and it’s easy to feel at a loss. At last packed up, battery disconnected and secured against
intruders, Mog looked more than a little forlorn as we turned to walk away. Parting is such
sweet sorrow, but even a love affair with a big blue truck does not offer sufficient temptation
to endure a Kyrgyz winter. She’d have to wait for spring, &3

Sixteen hours, a goat truck, three
vodkas, and a ride in an elderly
Lada later, Tom was back and
thawing out in Mog’s cab.
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ROUTE ‘ Grand Trunk Road
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