E-mail #6:  Adam Berg and the Smugglers’ Den

In E-mail #5, I mentioned the large military presence to counter smuggling.  Since then I have learned a bit more about capitalism’s Market Power effect in Eastern Turkey.  Let me begin with a riddle:

Turks pay 2.7 Lira per Litre of gas.  If 1 Lira = $0.8 AND one Gallon (US) = 3.7 Litres, and 1 Litre (GB) = 1 Liter (US), how much does a gallon of gas cost?  I would answer that, but I have so many math professor friends (that is you, Scottt) that I thought I would leave it open for my math-oriented readers (which again, is my Mom).

The Turkish border with Iran is hundreds of miles long, and in rugged mountains.  Iran is embargoed and cannot sell much of its oil on the open markets.  Basically, gas in Turkey costs $8 a gallon.  Gas in Iran costs less than $0.40 a gallon.  You have a huge supply on one side of the border, and huge demand on the other, with a price multiplier of 20.

In the parts of Turkey close to the border, one can purchase gas at the station for $8, or at some guy’s house, where the gas is poured by hand from large water bottles into your tank, for $3 a gallon.  As one soldier said, “You don’t see many petrol stations in Van [a city in Eastern Turkey].”

Today, Susie and I traveled around the northern border of Lake Van.  No one really does this route because it is considerably longer than the South shore.  It was an uneventful day spent largely on mini-buses, with locals eager to talk to foreigners.  That we didn’t speak a common language did not deter anyone from trying.  Politics was difficult, but the Turks have communicated on many occasions their dislike of President Bush the 2nd, as well as their admiration of Bill Clinton.  Today marked the first discussion of Shaquille O’Neil’s salary.  We were truly off the beaten path, even for Eastern Turkey, which is really saying something!  One of our minibuses drove into a residential neighborhood, and pulled into a yard.  A man and his kid where hanging out in the yard, next to a few 10 gallon water drums filled with gasoline, which they emptied into the mini-bus.  Iranian boycott in action [see attached photo]!
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Eventually Suzy and I went to this ancient graveyard.  One of the graves, over 500 years old, had a huge Jewish Star on it.  There was even a modern plaque explaining it, but the plaque (like all Turkish signs) was useless as it was torn to pieces by the elements.

The graveyard was outside of a small town on Lake Van.  We waited on the road for about 20 minutes trying to get a ride to Tatvan, the next city (15 miles away), and from there we were either going to stay the night, or do a night bus to our actual destination, Diyarbakir (250 Miles Southwest).

Finally a car stopped, and agreed to take us to Tatvan.  We were chatting (in totally different languages) and it came up that he was going to pass through  Diyarbakir .  What a stroke of good luck!  He agreed to take us all the way, which saved us the better part of a day, plus the $50 bus fare.  Our driver was Shegruie (my spelling).  We were able to communicate basic facts, like names…oh, and…well, actually, that is about it.  Still, he was funny, and treated us very well.  Because of his long drive (he was going from Van, to his home city of Gaziantep) he was not keeping the fast of Ramadan.  That allowed Susie and I to drink water and eat food, something we have not done during daylight in front of people since our arrival in religious-conservative Eastern Turkey.  We drove on this two-lane highway, across mountain ranges and through small towns, again littered with old castles.  In addition to the three army checkpoints we had crossed in mini-buses earlier in the day, we were stopped at a police checkpoint.  The officer was surprised that two tourists where there.  His superior came over, and in superb English, asked us what our jobs were.  He then had us remove our bags from the car, while he and his men thoroughly searched it.  They took our bags out of the car so as to make sure our bags were not searched.  Turkey knows its economy depends on tourism!

The police supervisor came back over to us to chat while his men put the car on a lift and went underneath it to search.  I asked him if he had lived in an English speaking country, and he replied that he had been in Texas for awhile, getting trained by the US government in border security and anti-smuggling.  He was now the regional supervisor for the Turkish-Iranian border.  He told us all about the smuggling operations while his men opened up the components of Shegruie’s engine, looking for heroin.  We then talked about what to see in Turkey and where we were going next (not an official question—he was just curious and had no interest in us as smugglers).  His men were busy inspecting the interior of Shegruie’s car.  When they finished, the supervisor said, “He is all clean, but you can never tell with a guy like that.”  We loaded our bags back in, and continued our journey.  We treated him to dinner in a really small town, where the food was fresh and local, and the oven was heated by wood—delicious.  Shegruie stopped an hour later to buy us some fruit juice, and a few hours later we started the descent into Diyarbakir.  He asked where we were going, and I told him the name of a hotel in our guidebook—there were plenty of hotels in that neighborhood, so that seemed like the safest bet.  He did not like my suggestion of dropping us off at the bus station, but went considerably out of his way to drive us right to the hotel.  It was expensive for us so we decided to go look at other hotels.  Shegruie indicated that he was going to stay there, so we said goodbye to one of the most generous Turks we have met (and that is really saying something!) and promptly found a hotel at half the cost.  

It wasn’t until the next morning that I asked Susie “Where do you think he had hidden the heroin?”  She didn’t know either.

