The Great Minibus Adventure

Most of you will be familiar with the troubles we experienced in getting the bus ready to go. Insurance, winter tyres, International Driving Permit etc but at 4am on Dec 14 Rhys, Rose and I set off for Varna, Bulgaria.

The bus was packed full of donations for the children in the orphanage we couldn’t have squeezed another thing in – or so we thought.

In Salisbury we stopped to pick up Bob Taylor (or Santa Claus as he became known to the children with his big red coat and white beard) who, with his wife Chrissie had been busy collecting donations from the local school in Codford. With a lot of pushing, pulling and squeezing we managed to find room for another sizeable donation.

Day one was fairly straight forward. We made Dover in good time and the crossing to Calais was very smooth. We passed through France, Belgium, Holland and into Germany without any trouble. We spent a comfortable night in an Hotel and set off to cross the rest of Germany.
Regrettably, Germany turned out to be one long queue of traffic courtesy of endless miles of roadworks. Eventually we got to Austria but seriously delayed and now starting to experience the first of the bad snow. The temperature dropped significantly and we started to experience difficulties keeping the windscreen clear as even the antifreeze in the screen wash was freezing So we decided to pull in and find accommodation for the night. Here we discovered that the nearest hotel was approximately 40km away (25miles). The snow was adding to the problem of the falling temperature but we had no option other than to push on and find lodgings for the night. After roughly 15km we faced a fork in the road. One way was our planned route, the other the road on which we were told the Hotel lay. Should we go out of way to try and find the Hotel we were told of or stay on our route and hope we came across a hotel soon. The terrible conditions helped us to decide to make for the Hotel even thought it meant going the ‘wrong’ way. We were very pleased when the hotel came into view and even more pleased when they confirmed they had rooms for us.
As we set off on day three we went back to the fork in the road to get back onto our route. We made a conscious decision to look out for the first hotel so that we could see if we made the right decision the night before. I can’t help thinking our decision must have been divinely inspired as it took four hours of travelling before we came across anywhere to stay. The journey through Austria was truly amazing. The scenery as we traversed the Austrian mountains in the snow was spectacular. And so we progressed through Slovenia and on into Croatia. With Serbia approaching and the day coming to a close  we knew we had another decision to make. We had heard many stories about Serbia which meant we had no desire to stop there. We were now almost 24 hours behind schedule and under a little pressure to get to Varna by Friday (the next day) afternoon to complete the registration paperwork before all the offices closed down for the weekend. So do we stop in Croatia and miss our deadline or push on through the night in the knowledge that we had to make it through Serbia. We decided to push on.
Day three should have ended with us tucked up in bed in Varna having safely delivered the minibus but actually ended with us in a fuel station in Serbia filling up with diesel. Little did we know what consequences awaited us as a result of this apparently harmless fuel stop. And so we pushed on to the Serbia/Bulgaria border. Just as we had the Bulgarian border in our sights the dual carriageway disappeared and were taken onto a single track mountain road. A combination of the poor road, bad weather and relentless drag up and up and up the mountain meant progress was very slow and a journey we expected to take an hour took nearly four.
We weren’t sure what to expect at the Serbian border, we had heard all sorts of stories of delays and difficulties. It was a little confusing how to proceed through the border as there were several ‘booths’. We pulled up at the first one and were waved through and thought that was it so joyfully drove on into Bulgaria – well not quite!! The guard in the second booth was very unimpressed as we sailed by. Fortunately, Rhys had seen him try to flag us down and we were able to reverse and await our fate. However, despite our confusion the guards were satisfied with everything and allowed us to go on without any fuss.
So that was it, we were in Bulgaria with a huge sigh of relief only 500km to go. Unfortunately, we had not anticipated that in 50 metres there would be yet another border control to allow access into Bulgaria (I guess experienced travellers are thinking “obviously” – and on reflection so do I now!). After such easy passage through Serbia we were deeply disappointed to find the Bulgarian border the worst of all – particularly as we were delivering aid to the country.
I think the freezing weather probably worked to our advantage as the guards weren’t too keen to be standing around in -10 temperatures. They asked us for paperwork which simply doesn’t exist, they made it up as a prelude to saying we could ‘buy’ the necessary papers; for cash of course. But to our surprise and relief they put up only minimal resistance to our protestations. So whilst the Bulgarian border crossing was the most difficult of all, we passed through and reflected that things could have been much, much worse.
By now it was the early hours of day four and so we took the decision to push on and drive through the night. We thought that having climbed so high through Serbia we must have been on the very top of Europe but not so. More climbing ensued through Bulgaria. Naturally as we got higher so the temperature dropped even further and we were about to find out the true cost of our fuel purchase in Serbia.
As we climbed the mountain the minibus started to lose power until the engine cut out all together and we were coasting. Just ahead there was a tunnel and so we hoped to be able to coast far enough to get into the shelter of the tunnel. Then something very strange happened despite the fact that were still going uphill and the engine had cut out the minibus just kept on rolling. The bus rolled up the hill and through the tunnel where the road started to go downhill and just over the crest of the hill there appeared a very welcome sight – a fuel station (albeit closed). We were able to pull in and park relieved that we had at least reached a point of relative safety. There were several other cars in the station who had all stopped to rest, engines were running and heaters were blowing; we were just a little jealous as our engine refused to start.
One of the occupants of the ‘warm’ cars decided to try and help us but despite a lot of effort we couldn’t get the frozen engine to kick into life. So we contacted the AA but despite the ‘European Cover’ logo on their card still wanted to charge us £350 simply to get us towed to a garage where we could pay extra for any repairs necessary – they don’t tell you that in their advertising!!

Luckily, we were in Bulgaria and have many friends there so were able to make a distress call and arrange for help. By now it was 2am and very, very cold so we prepared as best as possible for the long wait for rescue. We had blankets and warm clothes, we even had a gas cooker which we lit for heat. 
Fortunately we didn’t have to wait too long and a rescue truck arrived, the problem was quickly diagnosed as a frozen fuel filter caused by bad fuel which contained water and thus the full extent of the consequences of being sold dodgy fuel in Serbia were revealed on that freezing Bulgarian mountain in the wee small hours. The rescue truck carried us to a repair garage with an open fuel station. The fuel station had a rest area with a hot drinks machine; never had a rubbish half cup of over expensive coffee been more welcome. It could just have easily been nectar from Heaven.
Duly refreshed and warmed the mechanic arrived and replaced our frozen filter and we heard the sweet music of a purring engine once again. The whole episode cost just 88 Euros. We were very glad not to have parted with £350 for a tow with the AA + unknown repair fees!!!

The rest of the journey was fairly uneventful and so we arrived in Varna about 18 hours late, tired but happy.
The snow and freezing conditions had taken their toll in Varna as in the rest of Europe and we were told that the Orphanages we wanted to visit were cut off and we couldn’t get there. We were also told that the children had been confined to their bedrooms for three days because of the fear of them falling and sustaining an injury for which no ambulance could get in and no vehicle could get out of the villages where the homes are located. We were desperate to see the children and to give them some relief from the boredom of their unwanted confinement but the conditions were too poor. We were given some hope for Sunday, if conditions improved we would be allowed to collect some of the children and take them to Church. They had been rehearsing for months to sing in the service and everyone wanted to see the fruit of their work.
Meanwhile we occupied our time with other activities which on the face of it were wonderful (we saw a magnificent sunset over the Black Sea on a snow covered beach while drinking hot chocolate in a beachside restaurant) but the pleasure was hollow as all we wanted to do was get to the children. 
Finally, on Saturday afternoon, we were given the go ahead to collect the children for church the following day. We were so happy we didn’t even flinch at the 5:30am start! Normally the trip would take 3 hours (there and back) but we had to make allowances for the bad weather. We were ‘encouraged’ to make it back to Varna for 10 o’clock in time for the start of the service – everyone wanted the children to be at Church so badly. And so we made it to the Orphanage by about 7:30am but the road into the village (approx 5 miles) was barely passable. We had such joy meeting and greeting the children. Only a few were allowed to come and greet us. A group of 8 children had put themselves forward to form a singing/dance group and it was this group who were coming to Church. They had woken early and were eating breakfast waiting for us to arrive. A few of the boys helped us to unload all your donations and their eyes were as wide as saucers as they saw the bounty before them. Their reward for helping us was first pick of a few items – they all chose trainers and were overwhelmed by the gift. 
Eventually, we got the kids into the bus and left for Church. With such a precious cargo we limped through the village on ice and snow careful to protect the children. We had such fun on the journey, the bus was filled with laughter, singing and all sorts of other happy noises. Everyone was filled to overflowing with joy.
We made the Church for bang on 10 o’clock. Cones had been put out to ensure we could pull up right outside the church and deliver the children like royalty.
I cannot begin to describe the atmosphere in the Church when the children sang. Maggie & George sang solos and were pure joy. They were so very nervous but the congregation simply cheered and called out their names to encourage them and then the tears flowed as they sang like angels. 

During the service the official handover of the minibus was affected and the Pastor blessed the bus.

After Church we took them to a restaurant which was a bit of an eye opener. At first they seemed reluctant to choose their meal until it was revealed that this was their first visit to a restaurant and they had never seen a menu before (they are aged 15-17). However, once the food arrived all that was forgotten and they had the time of their lives. 

We returned to the Orphanage and were treated to a display of traditional Bulgarian dancing from the children. We also spent some great time with the rest of the children who joined us in their hall. Our time there was over so quickly and it was time to move on. A few more tears and we were on our way.

Krivnya Orphanage was our destination. A few of the children we know and love had been moved to this specialist home for children with learning difficulties. We had never been there before and didn’t know what to expect. We were delighted to find a wonderful, warm, loving home. The children slowly came to see these strange visitors and before we knew it we were like long lost friends and we enjoyed a short time playing and laughing with the children. We definitely hope to return to Krivnya again sometime.

Well, that’s a brief overview of the highlights of our trip. I hope you have enjoyed sharing our journey.
The trip home was and adventure too but I won’t bore you with the details except to say it took 24 hours due to travelling conditions in the UK. The plane was diverted to Stansted (which was a lot better than Amsterdam where we nearly ended up). It took two and a half hours to get off the plane and another two hours waiting for our baggage. A coach took us back to Gatwick and then three trains (Gatwick to Basingstoke, Basingstoke to Clapham, Clapham to Salisbury) took us through the night to Salisbury where Chrissie was waiting to take us to Codford to collect my car and drive home to Okehampton.
It truly was a wonderful adventure and any difficulties with travel just disappear in the memories of the day spent with the children. Maggie and George singing in Church is a memory which I will cherish for ever.

Thanks to everyone who made the trip possible. So many people contributed time and finance to ensure we could donate the minibus. And special thanks to everyone who prayed. I am conscious that readers of this newsletter will vary in their faith but I know that we were constantly in Gods protection and the prayers of the His people were answered. The miracles we witnessed are all the proof I need. Have you ever heard of a minibus, which has cut out and has no working engine, gather speed going up hill in order to get you to the safety of a garage?
Thanks to everyone. I can assure you that the minibus and all its contents will make a very real difference to the children who were so grateful to receive them. And its all down to you for making the effort to help.

