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FOR MY PARENTS


Oh Lord, won’t you buy me a Mercedes-Benz?

—JANIS JOPLIN


 A MERCEDES IN OUAGADOUGOU

I don’t think I ever would have thought of it myself. Visiting Ouagadougou, I mean. A good friend of mine, a fellow Dutchman, was getting married there, in the capital of the West African country Burkina Faso. To a Burkinabé. And I didn’t want to miss that. The wedding lasted three days and three nights. The last night, exhausted, I hailed a cab. Now, Burkina Faso is one of the world’s poorest countries, and I knew that most of the cars there are far from new. But this one had them all beat. The body was battered on every side, the headlights were missing, the tires, bald. Clouds of ink black smoke poured from the tailpipe. The interior wasn’t much better: where once the odometer had been was now a gaping hole. Springs protruded through the seats. The upholstery on the doors had all but disappeared, leaving bare metal.

Stuck to the cracked dashboard was a decal of the Dutch soccer team PSV Eindhoven.

A PSV Eindhoven fan in Ouagadougou? I tapped on the team’s red and white logo and asked the driver if he was an admirer of Dutch soccer.

He had no idea what I was talking about. He’d never heard of PSV, didn’t give a damn about soccer. He didn’t even know where the Netherlands was. And that decal had always been there. It looked it, too. Yellowed. Frayed at the edges—someone had tried in vain to pull it off. How had that decal wound up in an African taxi? Had the previous owner, perhaps, been a PSV fan? As fascinating as the thought was, a PSV fan in Burkina Faso seemed improbable. Wasn’t it more likely that an even earlier owner had been a fan of the Dutch soccer team? That had to be it: that car came from the Netherlands. And sure enough, when I got out, my suspicions were confirmed. In Europe, every car has a white oval decal on the back with one or two black letters to indicate the car’s country of origin: F for France, S for Sweden, PL for Poland, and so on. This one was no different: a white decal with the letters NL was stuck to the rear end.

It was a Mercedes 190 Diesel, that taxi in Ouagadougou.


THE PURCHASE

Year: 2004
Mileage: 136,400
Price: $1,200
Owner: Jeroen van Bergeijk

There are ads like this on the Dutch Internet auction site marktplaats.nl all the time:

For sale: 1988 Mercedes 190 D
Price: $1,400
136,400 miles. Alarm. Black 4-door.
Excellent condition.
Recent checkup, oil change,
safety and emissions inspection.

This one gets my attention because everything about it seems right: the kind of Mercedes I’m looking for, a reasonable asking price, not too many miles, and a recent inspection. “My phone hasn’t stopped ringing,” the owner says when I call his cell phone number on a Saturday morning. “You can have a look, but the first good offer gets it.” I drive immediately to one of the new suburbs just outside The Hague. The owner’s name is Ronald. He works for the police. And so, the implication is, can be trusted. Ronald is a well-built man with close-cropped hair, about what you’d expect for a police officer. Taciturn, a bit stern, but not unfriendly.

We stroll to his Mercedes, which seems rather out of place among the brand-new gleaming mid-class cars parked on Ronald’s tidy little street. The finish is dull. There’s a crack in the bumper. The sunroof doesn’t open anymore. The driver’s seat sags, and the doors don’t lock.

I couldn’t get that cab in Ouagadougou out of my mind. On the plane home to Amsterdam, I’d obsessed about how that car had wound up there. I imagined a Dutch aid worker who’d gotten the Mercedes from his uncle and imported it through the port in neighboring Benin. Maybe an African immigrant to the Netherlands had bought the car and sent it to his family in Burkina Faso. Or some adventurous Dutchman had driven that Mercedes 190 straight through the Sahara to Ouagadougou to sell it there to the highest bidder. But what really happened? How did a Dutch car end up in Africa?

Take Ronald’s Mercedes. A seventeen-year-old car is, in fact, living on borrowed time: the average life expectancy of an automobile in Western Europe is only fifteen years. For a car like Ronald’s there are really only two scenarios. Most likely it’ll end up on the scrap heap. Not because a seventeen-year-old car is in such bad condition but because the cost of the repairs it will soon undoubtedly need will greatly exceed the car’s value. In Western European countries like the Netherlands, Ronald’s car has lost its usefulness. But in countries where the cost of repairs is much lower, the same car is still worth something. Hence the other scenario for Ronald’s Mercedes: export. Of the more than seven million cars driving around on Dutch roads in 2005, more than a quarter million had been exported by the end of the year. All the wealthy Western European countries export their old automobiles, millions in total. Nowadays most go to Eastern Europe, but a considerable minority, an estimated 500,000 per year, wind up in Africa. That Dutch Mercedes in Ouagadougou is not alone. The Opel Astra of a traveling salesman from Hamburg spends its days as a bush taxi in Ghana. The Toyota Corolla of a Parisian housewife is now the property of a camel trader in Mauritania.

Most of the old automobiles that leave Europe for Africa are shipped by boat, but a small number are driven there. In fact, since the 1970s, driving a used car to West Africa has become a popular pastime among French, Belgian, German, and Dutch adventurers. These people are like the godwits, terns, and swallows that summer in Europe. Every winter they flock to West Africa, selling their castoffs at a tidy profit in countries like Mauritania, Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso. To get there, they have to bribe customs officials, befriend corrupt cops, and—above all—drive straight through the Sahara.

I go for a test drive in Ronald’s Mercedes. It appears to have few mechanical problems: the engine runs well, the brakes are in order, and though the acceleration is a little sluggish, it shifts easily. It looks a bit shabby here in this brand-new suburb, but for a seventeen-year-old car it’s in excellent shape. Ouagadougou’s cabbies will envy me. I even get Ronald to knock two hundred dollars off the price, and a little later it’s mine, that African-taxi-to-be.


 “OKAY, THAT WON’T WORK”

At the motocross track down by Amsterdam’s western docks, the whining of dirt bikes never stops. The sky is slate gray. It drizzles off and on. The track is half-covered with weeds and young willow trees. It’s not the Sahara, but there is sand, and that’s what counts. I’m here with Ruben and Raoul, who are going to teach me how to drive an ordinary automobile through loose sand. Ruben is a mechanical engineer, and he’s already driven across the Sahara four or five times. He wears oversize glasses. He knows all there is to know about cars. Raoul is the owner of Off-Road Adventures, a company that rents Land Rovers and organizes “team-building events” in the Ardennes region of Belgium at which participants master some of the finer points of vehicle control. Raoul has a big mop of curly hair, wears a macho leather jacket, and is a huge fan of the Rolling Stones. His dream is to one day drive in the Paris-Dakar desert rally. He’s been preparing for it for years. The problem is it costs an enormous amount of money; professionals easily spend a few million on it. Even if you want to do it on the cheap, you still have to plunk down a couple hundred thousand, and Raoul doesn’t have that kind of dough.

Raoul has brought along one of his Land Rovers today. To pull my Mercedes out of the sand if something goes wrong. Ruben and Raoul’s teaching method is simple: practice makes perfect. I can figure it out myself. They set me behind the wheel, duck in the backseat, and have me drive onto the track. Very, very carefully, I drive through the sand. What happens next is something I’ve seen many times when my little boy plays in the sandbox with his toy cars: the wheels get stuck. The sand fills the space between the wheels and the body of the car. I don’t go thirty feet before the engine conks out.

“Okay,” Raoul says, “that won’t work.”

There are three things you should do when driving through sand. Downshift in time, maintain speed, and let air out of your tires. The last runs counter to intuition and to the advice drivers receive from their mechanic and their owner’s manual: always keep your tires inflated to the prescribed pressure. But Raoul takes a dime, sticks it on the tire valve, and—hiss!—lets the air escape. Ruben makes a drawing in the sand with a stick. He sketches a tire deflated on the bottom. A tire flattened like that provides greater contact surface between tire and sand. The tire grips better and slips less. A fully inflated tire offers little contact surface. In loose sand, a full tire begins to slip, digs itself in, and—voila—the car is stuck.

“It’s a misunderstanding that you can only cross the desert in a four-wheel drive,” says Ruben. “An ordinary car with soft tires does just fine.” The great advantage of off-road vehicles is not that they’re driven by four wheels instead of two—although that helps—but that they ride high on their wheels. There’s considerable space between the ground and the chassis, the so-called ground clearance. If you leave the road in an ordinary car, which has little ground clearance, you’re likely to damage something. For instance, a rock can tear a hole in the gas tank or the oil pan—the reservoir for the motor oil. On the street or highway, you experience few difficulties from little ground clearance. You actually only notice anything if you drive too fast over a speed bump. An off-roader laughs at speed bumps and other rough pavement. In a word, if you keep a sharp eye out for big rocks and don’t do anything crazy (like driving through sand dunes), then, according to Ruben, a trip through the Sahara in an ordinary car shouldn’t present too many problems.

When all the tires have been deflated, I try to drive on. In vain. “If we dig the sand away from around the tires, it should work,” says Ruben. “And grab your sand ladders,” he adds. Sand ladders are flat pieces of metal as wide as a tire and about five feet long. With plates like these under your wheels, you get extra grip. I bought two of these heavy, rusty pieces of iron at a Dutch army dump for less than fifteen bucks. I fetch them from the luggage rack and jam them under the rear wheels.

A little later Ruben slides behind the steering wheel and shows how it’s done. He pulls the driver’s seat all the way forward so that he’s sitting practically with his nose against the windshield. He shifts quickly into second gear and gives it lots of gas. The engine screams, but Ruben doesn’t touch the gearshift. He doesn’t even slow down for the curves. The sand spatters high in the air. My palms sweat, my head hits the ceiling again and again, I have the feeling the whole time that we’re about to turn over, that the engine’s about to die. But we don’t get stuck.

After a few more times around the track, I’m allowed to try it again. Then, slowly, I get the hang of it.

That evening at Raoul’s place Ruben shows me photo albums of his Saharan trips. Lots of pictures of desert landscapes, his traveling companions, and, of course, cars. He points at a photo of a rusty Citroën 2CV, an odd-looking French model that became as popular in Europe after the war as the Volkswagen Beetle. The car’s drivers stand beside it: two nonchalant, unshaven young guys in need of haircuts. “These guys had no idea what they were doing,” Ruben says. “They were out of money. They had car trouble. Stood by the side of the road waiting for someone to come along who could help them.”

I study the photo. Hip sunglasses and torn jeans. They’re not my type, but I actually admire these guys. That they could take off just like that, without a care in the world. Without any preparation whatsoever. That they could just throw caution to the wind. That they could, in a word, surrender to fate. That’s Africa, I muse: taking life as it comes, living for today, and not worrying about tomorrow.

As if reading my mind, Ruben blurts out, “With me, everything’s got to be arranged. I don’t wanna depend on anyone. You should always make sure that you can take care of yourself, that you can fix your own car.” I hear pride in Ruben’s voice. I appreciate his desire for autonomy. I understand his contempt for these irresponsible adventurers. But still, don’t I also hear a bit of envy? Wouldn’t he secretly, just like me, also like to be so easygoing, to let things happen—instead of preparing himself for every possible disaster? When I pose the question, Ruben stares at me with raised eyebrows, and to underscore that he finds the idea absurd, he grabs a piece of paper and a pen and begins methodically composing a list of things for the car that I should take along:

Red warning triangle
Five quarts of oil
Wire
Bar of soap
Towrope
Jumper cables
Tools
Jack and lug wrench
Set of filters (air, oil, fuel)
Electrical connectors
Duct tape
Zip ties
Flexible electric cord
Spare bulbs
Fuses
Panty hose
Hose clamps
Forty-six-ounce juice can
Three five-gallon jerricans for diesel
One five-gallon jerrican for water
Funnel
Two spare tires
Metal sand ladders
Shovel

A bar of soap? A pair of panty hose? A forty-six-ounce juice can? Ruben may not want to leave anything to chance, but he’s not exactly rigid in his thinking. If you drive over a rock and get a crack in your gas tank, then you can fill the crack for the time being with an ordinary bar of soap. You tie a pair of nylon panty hose over the air intake to keep sand out of the engine. And should the exhaust system need fixing, you can do that fine with a juice can. Patching up your car with soap, panty hose, or juice cans; the systematically compiled shopping list—Ruben’s methods remind me at once of Robert M. Pirsig’s classic, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance.

The narrator and protagonist of that book is apparently a born technician. He writes computer manuals for a living. But he’s not only a technician; he’s also a philosopher—in fact, his book has little to do with motorcycle maintenance but is instead an attempt to synthesize the philosophical traditions of West and East. The book’s leading thread is a motorcycle trip the protagonist makes from Minnesota to California with his son and two friends. Just like Ruben, the protagonist prefers not to depend on others. He maintains and repairs his bike himself. Not only that; he also takes pleasure in it. For him, a motorcycle is a machine first and only then a means of transportation. The romance of motorcycle riding—the Harley-Davidson feeling, say—seems to mean nothing to him. The protagonist enjoys understanding the logic of the bike’s operation.

His traveling companions John and Sylvia, on the other hand, don’t want anything to do with the motorcycle’s technology. Worse, they hate technology. They’re two classic hippies (the book originally appeared in 1974) who divide the world into “square” and “groovy.” Square—that’s the establishment, the middle class. Square is boring, respectable, rational. Groovy is the counterculture, the hippie. Groovy is exciting, wild, romantic. Motorcycles are groovy, but their maintenance is simply square. For John and Sylvia, the motorcycle is definitely a means of transportation, a thing to take them from point A to point B, to help them experience the world. They don’t want to know how the thing works. Nonetheless, the protagonist does his level best to interest John in his motorcycle’s maintenance. Time and again, he explains how important it is to understand something about your bike. John has every reason to do so: he’s riding a BMW, and you won’t find a mechanic who knows anything about German motorcycles anywhere in the American Northwest. Should he need replacement parts or a repair, he’d be in a pickle. But John’s solution consists in simply putting all thoughts of mechanical disaster out of his mind. Every time the protagonist brings up the art of motorcycle maintenance or especially the need for it, John immediately tunes out. John’s response is connected to his worldview, which is based on contempt for technology, for “The System.” According to the narrator, he himself, the technician and philosopher, is interested in what things mean, and John and Sylvia are interested in what things are. They’re Zen; the narrator, motorcycle maintenance. They, the Eastern philosophical tradition; the narrator, the Western. It’s the antithesis between what Pirsig calls the classical manner of thinking, which is concerned with rationality, facts, and cause and effect, and the romantic manner of thinking, which is based on inspiration, imagination, creativity, and intuition.

The beautiful thing about Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance is that Pirsig demonstrates that motorcycle maintenance is both the one and the other. It’s rational but also creative. One day, the handlebars of John’s BMW start slipping. Tightening a few nuts doesn’t help. But the narrator has the solution: an empty beer can. You can cut a piece out of it and use it as a shim to help tighten the handlebars again. John, the pure romantic, is not only dissatisfied with that solution; he’s offended as well. The idea that you could fix an expensive brand-new BMW with an old can is unbearable to him. The reason, the narrator explains, is that John has been seeing the shim in a different way: “I was going at it in terms of underlying form. He was going at it in terms of immediate appearance. I was seeing what the shim meant. He was seeing what the shim was.”

That’s why I’m so impressed with that juice can of Ruben’s. Because I recognize in him someone who sees the beauty of improvised, creative solutions. Someone who wants to understand what things mean. I’d like to write here “a kindred spirit.” But do I really feel so connected to the approach of the narrator of Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance? Do I see my car in terms of its underlying form and not in terms of its immediate appearance?

Well, no.

Fix my Mercedes with a juice can? I think that’s a wonderful idea. But that’s all it is to me: an idea. I have to work awfully hard to immerse myself in this car’s technology. I’ve bought a German repair-and-maintenance manual for the Mercedes 190 from the series Jetzt helfe ich mir selbst (Now I Help Myself) expressly for this trip. Ruben and the narrator of Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance may read such books for pleasure; every time I try it, I quickly nod off.

In fact, I’m just as interested in my Benz’s immediate appearance as in its underlying form. Just as fascinated by what it is as by what it means. I could have bought a Toyota Corolla to drive to West Africa; that’s just as popular there as a Mercedes. But a Toyota … that’s hardly, well, groovy, is it?

Toyota’s image is unequivocal: a boring but tough-as-nails automobile. Takes a pounding. That’s why it’s so popular in Africa. But Mercedes, that’s a make that elicits conflicting feelings. Is a Mercedes a pimpmobile or the ultimate in refinement? Does the brand connote glitter and tastelessness or elegance and sophistication? Is the Benz neochic or genuine chic? For most of my friends, it’s not too difficult: Mercedes clearly belongs to the former category. It’s a parvenu brand that evokes irrevocable images of aggressive Amsterdam taxi drivers, a group, I believe, to which no sane person would want to belong. My friends are undoubtedly right. Why, then, do I want to drive a Mercedes so bad?


 MY FATHER’S MERCEDES

The company car of Hooimeijer and Sons Ltd., manufacturers of baked goods and rusk, the peculiar toastlike bread that is a staple of the Dutch diet, was a Peugeot 404. A white one. Reliable, inconspicuous, cheap. The president of the company, my father, had no chauffeur. He drove himself. Actually, that Peugeot wasn’t a company car at all, just our family car. But I do think the Hooimeijers considered it a proper choice. Joost Hooimeijer, the last owner-president from the Hooimeijer family, was an austere, religious man, a Calvinist in word and deed who at my father’s appointment in the early 1970s gave him the Dutch equivalent of the King James Bible. “This compass was presented to G. P. van Bergeijk at the change of helm,” he wrote in it. Ostentation was foreign to the Hooimeijers.

My father was perfectly happy with his plain Peugeot. He drove it for years with complete satisfaction. But when a British multinational took over the company in 1973, it spelled the end of Dutch sobriety. An everyday French mid-class car like that didn’t project the sort of image they had in mind in London. The simple Hooimeijer cookies-and-rusk company had to grow; other businesses were being taken over left and right. And according to London, the president of a modern company like that had to have a Big Car.

The choice fell on a Mercedes, an orange 240 Diesel.

My father hated that Mercedes with a passion. Not because he was ashamed to drive such a flashy car. In fact, my father had always wanted to drive a Benz. His uncle had become a millionaire in the grain business and would drive by my grandpa’s bakery in the village of Hardinxveld now and then in a prewar Mercedes. What a fantastic car that was. What a battleship. One day I’ll drive a car like that, too, my father, still a boy, secretly swore to himself. Now it had finally come true, and what happened? His Mercedes made a terrible racket and accelerated poorly to boot. “Sporty driving”—you could forget about it with this car. At a stoplight he’d always gnash his teeth as every other car beat him off the line. The thing just didn’t have any pickup, and that tormented my father, a fidgety man.

My dad wasn’t the only one dissatisfied with the Mercedes. My mother thought it stank of diesel. And of the sickly smell of vomit. I don’t know what it was with that car, but my two brothers and I always got carsick when riding in it within half an hour. Only rarely did my father succeed in pulling the Mercedes over in time.

My one brother, the middle child, was ashamed of the Mercedes. Like most kids, he wanted nothing more than to be exactly the same as the rest of the neighborhood. We already lived in a big house; now we had a big car as well. “What am I supposed to tell my friends?” he asked my mother. That his father drove such an expensive car—he couldn’t live that down.

My other brother, the oldest, was not only ashamed of our Mercedes; he was opposed to it as well. At the start of his senior year in high school, he refused to get in the car anymore. My brother, a hippie with long hair, a tattered jeans jacket, and a beard, saw in our Mercedes the symbol of a “corrupt capitalist society” and wouldn’t be caught dead in it. From that moment on, outings with the whole family were no longer possible without a quarrel first. Only under the most vehement protest would my brother let himself be transported in that “pigmobile.”

And me?

That Mercedes of my father’s, the first Mercedes I ever rode in, had a sunroof. Sometimes, on a quiet road, I was allowed to stand between the front seats and stick my upper body through the open roof. When my father stepped on the gas, my back was pressed against the sharp edge of the roof. My eyes began to tear. My hair flapped in the wind. Those rides weren’t long. A few hundred yards. But during that minute or two, elevated above my family, elevated above the world, I felt free. I wanted only one thing: to drive a Mercedes myself someday.

A year later, the diesel was traded in for a model that ran on gas. That was more like it. My father could accelerate, my mother could breathe, my one brother overcame his shame, and my other brother abandoned his opposition: he got a girlfriend in the big city, and then a driver’s license and a father with a Mercedes came in handy.

A decade later—we had continued to drive Benzes all those years—I, too, was finally allowed to take driving lessons. Our entire village learned to drive at the same driving school, run by the De Jong family, which everyone called the Bontekoe family because the father and his two sons all had black bangs with a snowwhite lock (bontekoe being Dutch for “spotted cow”).

I had lessons on Friday afternoon; Bontekoe listened to gospel radio and sang along with the hymns at the top of his voice. Besides hymn singing, he had two other great passions: eating herring and gambling. One week we’d stop for a herring—he knew the best herring carts in town—the next, for a cup of coffee in a snack bar. There, he’d easily gamble away twenty dollars in ten minutes. When I asked whether that wasn’t against his religion, he shrugged. There’s nothing in the Bible about that, he assured me.

Whether it was the distractions of the hymns, the herring, and the gambling or my own incompetence, the driving did not go smoothly. According to Bontekoe, I couldn’t do anything right, was always dreaming, was too careless, failed to pay
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