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B Y  R I S H A D  S A A M  M E H T A
··································

Verenca was pretty, polite
and perfect. But even she
couldn’t help resorting to
that popular four-letter
expletive when we told her

what we were about to do.
She had asked if the four of us were

going to drive our car, parked in the 
hotel’s porch, to Munich and I had 
replied, “Yes, and then from there to 
Mumbai.”

Doing the Great Overland has been
a teenage dream. The whole idea of 
crossing continents, cultures and time 
zones, taking in the terrain, interacting 
with people and soaking in the scenery 
through my windscreen was to me the 
true sense of a journey. 

Technically, the simplest route for 
this mad escapade would be via East-
ern Europe, Turkey, Iran and Pakistan, 
and then on to India, but that is a 
route beaten wide and bare ever since 
the hippie vans rolled into Manali dur-
ing the Flower Power days in the 1960s 
and 1970s. 

No, my route would take us across 
Eastern Europe, through the vast 
expanse of Russia, crossing five time 
zones, into Mongolia, through the 
Gobi Desert, past the Great Wall of 
China, into Myanmar, and finally to 
India through the North-East. This 
roughly follows the ancient caravan 
trail that connected Asia and Europe 
from time immemorial. It is along this 
route that trade, artistic styles, social 
norms, religious beliefs and languages 
travelled between centres of civiliza-
tion in the East and West. It is a jour-
ney involving 50 days and 17,500km, 
give or take a few, and I am almost 
halfway through it. Right now, I am sit-
ting in Siberia at the edge of Lake Bai-
kal, the largest freshwater lake in the 
world, and replaying the last two 
weeks in my head.

We started off with the Maharashtra-
registered Audi Q7 from Munich, Ger-
many, on a sunny afternoon and 
headed north-east towards Prague, the 
Czech Republic capital about 365km 
away. It might sound like a long dis-
tance to cover in one afternoon, but 
this drive was a mere sling-shot com-
pared to the drives I have had to under-
take across Russia in the past few days. 
Those would be more like the range of 
an intercontinental ballistic missile. 

Prague, which is in the same time 
zone as Paris, isn’t truly Eastern 
Europe but it is the beginning of the 
end of the West, its squares full of gyp-
sies trying to entice young female tour-
ists to shoot a photograph with a big 
python around them. I needed to get 
an establishing shot of my car in 
Prague, because, years later, when I 
talk proudly about this epic drive, I 
want to be able to flash some “see it to 
believe it” kind of pictures.

So early next morning we set off at
first light and drove the car over cob-
bled streets and tram tracks towards 
the heart of town: the Stare Mesto, or 
the old town square. I have always 

only seen Prague’s famous astronomi-
cal clock with throngs of tourists wait-
ing for it to strike so that the apostles 
pop out and do their mechanical 
dance, as they have for the last 600 
years. That morning, we had it all to 
ourselves. I could park the car right in 
front of it and pose at leisure.

When you have 17,100km to cover, 
every driving day counts, so we were 
on the road by 9am, speeding towards 
Warsaw, the capital of Poland, a city 
near which that maestro of piano, Fry-
deryk Chopin, was born. His heart is 
buried in the Holy Cross Church but an 
even more poignant tribute to this son 
of Poland, I thought, are the piano-key 
shaped pedestrian crossings in the city.

But besides car number plates, the
shape of churches and the language 
on signboards, few things changed in 
the 978km from Munich to Warsaw. It 
is only as we sped east that the scen-
ery really started changing. As we 
came up on Belarus, the highway 
shrunk to two lanes and the country-
side turned rural. For the first time, we 
saw cyclists on the road, using cycles 
as a means of daily transportation 

rather than recreation or exercise. 
Horse carts too started to appear.  
English disappeared completely. At 
service stations, we made do with pan-
tomime, pointing for coffee, fuel and 
sausages stuffed into hollowed-out 
baguettes. But it came to a head on 
the Polish-Belarusian border.

The guards and custom officials had
a hard time understanding, and when 
they did understand, believing, that we 
were driving this car to India. A lot of 
gesturing and Google Translate later, 
they got it. In response, they pointed 
to the skies, mimed an aeroplane, and 
one of them screwed his index finger 
to his head. As if to say, “You’re crazy, 
next time take a flight.”

On the Belarusian side of the bor-
der, there was more of this with hulk-
ing border guards, looking that much 
more intimidating in their starched 
green uniforms and high peaked caps. 

When we finally rolled through, 
tired and brain-drained from all the 
effort of explaining that our ambi-
tious plan was on the right side of 
the law and more about passion than 
practicality, we stopped at the first 
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By the wayside: (clockwise, 
from above) Deep in Eastern 
Europe and rural Poland, 
horse carts are a common 
sight; the Kazan Cathedral 
with its golden dome at the 
Red Square in Moscow and, 
to its right, a state museum; 
and buskers playing a brass 
band on Charles Bridge 
in Prague.
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decent service station which hap-
pened to have a burger outlet. 

I had an absolute shock looking at 
the menu. The burgers were priced in 
tens of thousands. It took a moment 
for me to realize that €1 will buy 
19,600 Belarusian roubles (around 
`75), so everything is priced in the 
thousands and millions in Belarus.

A good idea of the vastness that lay
ahead came to me in the 715km drive 
from Minsk to Moscow. Even though 
separate visas are required for Belarus 
and Russia, there is just a symbolic 
border, with no immigration checks. 
Our one stop in Belarus was at the 
Katyn memorial. 

In 1940, the Soviets massacred about
22,000 Poles here. This was when they 
were allied with the Nazis, before being 
invaded by them. When the mass grave 
was discovered in 1943, Joseph Stalin 
promptly blamed it on the Nazis. Sub-
sequent Soviet governments continued 
this denial until 1990, when they offi-
cially acknowledged and condemned 
the perpetration of the killings by the 
NKVD (Stalin’s secret police). Today 
this quiet place in the forest, where 
most of the victims were shot in the 
head, is a memorial, with their names 
written on plaques on walls.

Moscow, the old centre of the com-
munist world, is where we took our 
first two-night halt. In this city that has 
parks the size of townships and in 
Metro stations deep underground, the 
communist ideology still seems to be 
alive and regimental caps are almost 
as high as the Berlin Wall. 

I’ve been to Moscow before and 
have always seen St Basil’s Cathedral 
as most tourists see it—shining in the 
sunlight. But this time around I was 
there during the International Military 
Music Festival and I managed to get 
seats. The fireworks that formed the 
finale were worth sitting out in the 
open for, for hours in the chilly night. 

Moscow is where we left the West 
truly behind and turned our clocks 1 
hour towards India. There we were, two 
and a half hours behind IST and driving 
east. Over the next few days, we pleas-
antly learnt what Napoleon and Hitler 
learnt the hard way: Russia is vast. 

In the eight days that it took us to 
drive from Moscow to Lake Baikal, we 
clocked 5,400km. We crossed over 
from Europe to Asia, but the most con-
vincing fact about the vastness of Rus-
sia is that at Lake Baikal we were two 
and a half hours ahead of India. Which 
means we gained 5 hours on the drive 
from Moscow to Baikal.

On most days we had put in a 700-
800km drive. And even though the 
highways were mostly two-laned and 
just 25ft wide, we could hold average 
speeds of 80 kilometres per hour 
thanks to the sparse population and 
the fact that every component of traffic 
moves at a pace near about the speed 
limit. And then of course, there is the 
road discipline and courtesy. The fact 
that I used my horn just twice in 
5,400km says a lot. 

Travelling east from Moscow was an
eye-opening experience. Capitalism 
might have come to Russia but there 
are still stoic Soviet-era (1922-91) cities 
like Nizhny Novgorod, Ufa, Chelyab-
insk and Omsk, where we spent a few 
days. Here, Vladimir Lenin still stands 
proud, frozen in stone but with fresh 
flowers at his feet, and the hammer 
and sickle displayed proudly.

But there are also vibrant cities and
the one that stands out is colourful 
Kazan, which sits at the confluence of 
the Volga and Kazanka rivers, and is the 
capital of Tartarstan. Its historic Krem-
lin, the seat of government, is a Unesco 

World Heritage Site and the only Krem-
lin with a mosque inside it, the Qolsärif 
mosque, the biggest in Europe outside 
Istanbul. Within the Kremlin is also the 
five-domed Annunciation Cathedral. 
Outside the Kremlin are trendy cafés 
and the grand Palace of Farmers, with a 
symbolic tree in the doorway.

I grew up when the Cold War 
(1947-91) was in full swing and West-
ern propaganda against the USSR por-
trayed Russia as a grey and dreary 
place. It is, in fact, one of the most col-
ourful lands I have driven through. 
Starting with spectacular sunrises that 
paint the morning sky in myriad col-
ours, to the multi-hued landscape that 
runs on as far as the eye can see in all 
directions, to the roadside vendors 
selling everything from vibrant fruit to 
shiny brew-it-yourself distillers, this 
country is anything but bleak.

The Russian tundra that we drove 
across in a series of 700-800km drives 
threw up fantastic contrasts: from 
pretty waitresses who wanted to take 
selfies with us (one explained that dark 
skin is a very attractive quality here) to 
grumpy grandmas who would menac-
ingly wave their walking sticks at a 
camera, and an ugly factory plonked 
next to a pretty church that reflected 
the old Soviet ideology that the State 
and progress came before religion.

At little villages where we would 
stop to take pictures of colourful 
wooden houses, the populace would 
slowly amble out, their shyness over-
come by curiosity. Saying that we 
were from India would evoke a 
response like Seeta Aur Geeta or Raj 
Kapoor (the oldies remember him as 
Comrade Vagabond) or Amitabh 
Bachchan. Then the boldest would 
pull out a cellphone and request a 
selfie with us.

As we headed further east, the 
roads became less crowded, and even 
more so when we drove across the 
border of Europe and Asia. Only 25% 
of Russia is said to be in Europe, but 
77% of the country’s population lives 
on the European side. Every day we 
would drive past highway vendors 
selling everything from clothes and 
fresh produce to guns and little stain-
less steel stills to distil vodka at home.

The last stunner as we approached
Lake Baikal through the Siberian tun-
dra was the brilliant colours of fall. 
The trees were already starting to turn 
here and on some of the arrow-
straight stretches through undulating 
landscapes, the view from the wind-
shield was often so stunning that I 
would pull over and scratch my head, 
wondering how I could ever capture 
this gorgeous vista in 35mm.

I first heard of Lake Baikal when I 
was in school. But when it burst into 
sight as I came around a corner, I 
wondered why anyone would call this 
massive water body a lake. It stretches 
out as far as the eye can see and it is 
said that if the world runs out of 
freshwater, this lake could fulfil the 
demand for 50 years. 

Now as I sit here in Baikal, halfway
through my drive home to Mumbai, I 
realize that I have three more coun-
tries to drive across, but I really doubt 
they will surprise me and awe me like 
Russia has.

Write to lounge@livemint.com

From Russia, with love: (clockwise, 
from above) Russian farmers 
selling produce on the highway; 
the iconic St Basil’s Cathedral 
in Moscow; and driving through 
the countryside, sometimes 
covering 800km in a single day.
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