Road Trip April 2011

“Never again!!!” With those words still ringing in my ears after preparing the minibus trip last December I found myself doing it all over again. What kind of madness provokes such a foolish return to the cause of so much stress?
1 Corinthians 2:14

The person without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God but considers them foolishness, and cannot understand them because they are discerned only through the Spirit. 

1 Corinthians 1:25

For the foolishness of God is wiser than human wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than human strength. 

So often on this walk with HOR I have embarked on projects which have looked foolish in the eyes of man but thanks to the faith God has given me and His bountiful grace He has used HOR to achieve great things.

And so, despite all the trauma of preparing the minibus trip, here I was doing it all over again. I have heard ladies say that the trauma of childbirth is forgotten once the baby has arrived. Maybe there is a shadow of that sentiment here too as the trauma of the trip preparation was forgotten once the minibus had been delivered.
Out latest trip got off to a great start when my brother Adrian and a good friend Tony Morgan from Cardiff agreed to come on the trip and share the driving. (Sadly, Bob Taylor was not able to join us this time).

Everything was falling nicely into place when, with just a few days to go, the car we were taking had to be withdrawn. Almost before I had time to panic another car became available and God opened a new door for us. New arrangements were hastily put into place and the time soon came.

So why were we going again? We had received a fabulous donation of brand new trainers (42 pairs), duvets, duvet covers, sheets, towels etc which needed to go to the orphanage in Barzitsa. To send them by a carrier company would have cost in the region of £500. So the decision was taken to use the money to finance a trip instead so that we could do some other essential work while in Bulgaria. The car was donated to the charity and we were able to donate it to the Hope & Future Foundation along with sufficient money to tax and insure the car for a year. 
The trip started on 27 April when I drove to Cardiff to pick up Adrian & Tony. At 1am on 28 April we left Cardiff bound for Varna on the Eastern edge of Bulgaria 2000 miles away. We established a strict rota of 2 hours driving/navigating/resting and quickly found ourselves in Dover well ahead of schedule. We were able to board an earlier ferry and got to Calais in France about 2 hours earlier than expected – which was just as well!! It soon became apparent that someone’s navigational skills left a little to be desired – that someone was me!! My very first navigational duty was to get us out of Calais and on to the road to Belgium – I failed. After a few miles of driving I had to confess that I was unsure that we were on the right road, after a few more miles my concerns were confirmed and we had to find a junction to turn around and go back to Calais to find the right road. If I had know what was coming later I wouldn’t have tried to so hard to make excuses. Fortunately, I was travelling with two kind hearted, loving, forgiving people who hardly mentioned my failure – NOT! I didn’t hear the end of it and there was worse to come.
We made good progress for the rest of the day (I wasn’t navigating) and made the Austrian border on schedule and booked in to a pleasant motel for the night.
It’s amazing how time distorts memories, if only I had remembered the Youth Camps Adrian, Tony & I (and others) used to run when I lived in Cardiff I would have booked a room in a different hotel. When I was awoken to the sound of thunder I had a crushing recollection of those long, sleepless camp nights. It wasn’t thunder it was Tony snoring. Ah well, it added to the good humoured banter in the car the following day(s).
And so, after breakfast we set off again, through Austria, Slovenia, Croatia & Serbia. There may have been another navigational issue today, I can’t quite remember. Unfortunately, there’s no way the others will let me forget the fact that, once again, I sent Adrian down the wrong road. My brilliant map reading skills to get us back on track were very quickly forgotten as my reputation for navigating was in tatters.
Added to the minor navigational misdemeanour was the problem of time zones. Our schedule missed the time zone change on the Bulgarian border resulting in us arriving in Bulgaria aprox 2 hours late. However, we passed through customs with minimum fuss which was a relief.

We had an arrangement with a Church in Sofia to sleep there for the night but we were expected at 11pm. However, the pastor of the church, Ludmil, was very patient and gracious and said not to worry when we phoned to explain.

Now if I had the sole responsibility of trying to navigate through Sofia I might have had to carry an even bigger burden but fortunately I couldn’t be trusted and so Adrian took control of the map. I was very relieved that between the three of us we struggled to find our destination. Eventually, after a series of phone calls to Ludmil he agreed to come and collect us from the monument where we parked to look for help. It was a little surreal when a car stopped in the middle of the road and a man we had never seen before beckoned for us to follow him – and we did. We questioned our sanity but we were very tired and perhaps just a little deranged with fatigue and managed to persuade ourselves that this unknown man was Ludmil and he would lead us to our beds. The fact that I am writing this report will be a clue to the fact that we were right and arrived safely at the Church. After some very complicated instructions about the highly technical burglar alarm which none of us understood it was time, at last, to get some sleep. God was smiling on us that night as there was a wall separating one of the three beds in the room and so Thundering Tony could be isolated and Adrian and I could get a good night’s sleep.

If we thought getting into Sofia was hard, it was nothing compared to finding our way out again. Clearly, Sofia’s budget for road signs limited it to two signs, both of which were written in Cyrillic and both of which were wrong. At least, that’s the conclusion we came to in order to explain why it took us an hour to travel the three miles to the edge of the city. It took so long to travel those three miles we had to stop for fuel on the edge of the city and it was here that I found it necessary to check Tony’s papers. He claims to have been a mechanic but this was brought into question at this fuel station. Oh yes, he made up some story about a two phase release cap but he couldn’t hide the fact that taking the cap off a hot radiator was not the most sensible thing he could have done. The volcanic eruption which followed was testament to that. For that few minutes as Adrian and I fell about laughing, we all forgot about my navigational incompetencies, for just a few precious minutes Tony was the clown, not me. 
We soon recovered that situation and got on our way again. The Bulgarian roads were completely different to the motorways & dual carriageways of the rest of Europe and the drivers!!!………. well the less said the better. Some of you will be familiar with the Beatles’ song Day In The Life and the lyric “four thousand holes in Blackburn Lancashire”. Have you ever wondered where those holes have gone? Well I can tell you, they are on the roads of Bulgaria – the majority of them concentrated into a few square miles in Varna (our destination town). We arrived in Varna in good time and were proudly patting ourselves on the back for a great journey and commenting on how good the car had been. My ability to find my way around the city had almost caused the others to reconsider their assessment of my navigational abilities. 1,999 miles covered, only 1 mile to go – Adrian, Tony, Andrew and a Citroen ZX had made it. BANG! We had hit a pot hole which would have easily passed itself off as the Grand Canyon and guess who was driving? Guess who couldn’t even navigate his way around a pot hole? And so it was that less than 1 mile from our destination on the furthest edge of Europe I wrecked the front, drivers’ side tyre. Never mind the tyre, my driving reputation was in tatters much to the amusement of the others.
We limped to the Church, parked the car and went to find Mitco who had the key to our room. I wish someone had told us Mitco was a chameleon as we couldn’t find him anywhere even though we were assured he was there. As we sat around contemplating our next move a few girls came out of one of the rooms and I seized the opportunity; in my very best Bulgarian I asked “Kudeto se Mitco?” (Where is Mitco) to which the girl replied, “Sorry I don’t speak English”. Adrian & Tony found this hilarious as I had looked so proud speaking my best Bulgarian only to be shot down in flames by that response. So, no Mitco, no keys, no room. We went for a walk to explore the surroundings and by the time we got back we were able to get into our room and rest.
The following morning we attended Church. It’s a Pentecostal church in the heart of the city and I’m guessing there were about 300 people there. We were led by a great worship band in a time of music and song then we were able to listen to the message in English via a little earpiece. The quality of sound made it a little difficult to follow every word but never the less we felt part of the service
Before we could go to Barzitsa Orphanage later that day we needed to get a new tyre for the car. We were bemused when Didi took us to Carefour Supermarket but apparently in Bulgaria you buy tyres from the supermarket and then take them to a garage to be fitted and so that’s what we did. We also took the opportunity to buy a few footballs too take to the orphanage. And so we were ready to go to the Orphanage with the donations for the children. As usual we were greeted with great enthusiasm by the children and within a short space of time a game of football was underway. Adrian and I joined in while Tony, Didi & Claudia (from Varna Church) entertained the children indoors.
I learnt two important lessons – 1. don’t play football in glasses (a bloody nose confirmed this) and 2. don’t try to keep up with fit teenagers. These boys had boundless energy and a lot of talent but were very humble and we had a brilliant time. However, our time was over all too quickly and we had to go. 

Our next stop was the orphanage in Krivnia (for children with special needs). There are approx 25 children here with varying degrees of special needs some of whom I knew from Barzitsa but had been transferred. Another exhausting time of playing all sorts of weird and wonderful games and the room was filled with laughter and joy. It really was a wonderful time. However, there is only so much tickling, poking, prodding and slapping games anyone can take and so we took the games outside. Here Adrian and I discovered just how much the earlier game of football had taken out of us and we creaked and groaned around the playground trying to keep up with children aged only 11. But we all had a brilliant time and made a few new friends in the process.
I was later quite pleased to learn that Adrian, who is younger than me, was suffering more than I was. He pretended to be ill but he wasn’t fooling me.
By now we had become regulars at the ‘Happy’ restaurant and so naturally made our way there for an end of day meal. Clearly the staff there had never encountered anyone like our very own Adrian ‘two puddings’ Morgan before but after a little confusion managed to provide multiple desserts for him. If ever you find yourself in Bulgaria make sure you have at least one meal in a ‘Happy’ restaurant, fantastic food at a great price, but think twice before you order two puddings!

Another day passed and another began. This time we needed to get the car registered and meet the Mayor of Provadia. We headed for the ‘DVLA’ (equivalent) in Varna but it was closed for lunch so we decided to go to Provadia.

In Provadia we discovered that bureaucracy and red tape is not unique to the UK. Before we could register the car we needed a contract drawn up by a solicitor to cover the transfer of ownership. The solicitor told us that before we could get a contract drawn up we needed to get the car valued. The valuation was a farce, with the car parked at least half a mile away a man sat at a desk asked us how much it was worth, we suggested 400 lev, he wrote it on a form and that was it. We paid the man 12 lev for the privilege. It was hardly worth putting my wallet away because we then had to go to the Bank to pay the tax for importing the car – another 12 lev. Guess what, the bank charged a fee for collecting the tax (that really made me feel at home). Now we were ready to go and get the contract from the solicitor which they happily provided for 70 lev. The total cost was less than £50 so not too bad but we still had to register the car. This would eventually be done by Didi after we returned to the UK.
And so to the meeting with the Mayor. The purpose of the meeting was to discuss the next phase of the building work at the Provadia Orphanage. But I was completely blown away by what I heard. First of all I was delighted to learn that he had kept his promise to renew the roof and carry out remedial work to crumbling foundations. But I wasn’t prepared for what came next.
Due to our dogged determination in persuading the Mayor not to close the Orphanage but allow us to repair it and the consequential installation of new windows and his roof and foundation repairs we had aroused the interest of Central Government. Now a grant has been made available to complete all the works. But that wasn’t all, not only were they prepared to pay to repair the building but build an extension for two additional facilities. Once complete the unit will consist of a ‘family’ style orphanage with apartments for 12 children, a transition home for 8 children aged 18-25 and a rehab unit for orphaned children with physical difficulties. The rehab unit will be open by July 2011 with the rest to follow.

The perfect scenario in this line of Charity is for us to be able to hand over a project for the Bulgarians to run themselves so this news was brilliant. And so it seems our involvement here may well have come to a natural conclusion. 

Back to Varma for a celebratory ‘Happy’ meal and two puddings.

I had a great chat with Didi about future projects and have sown the seeds for further work. One of those projects would make great use of our building team who had been expecting to go and finish the Orphanage renovation but are now ‘redundant’. Did has set up The Hope & Future Foundation and bought some land with a view to providing a facility for children to have summer camps. The children are at their most vulnerable during the school holidays. Some are sent to abusive families, some just roam the streets, all are prey to criminal gangs looking to recruit pickpockets & prostitutes or to those involved in sex trafficking. So by taking the children to summer camp they are protected from this threat and get a great holiday thrown in too.

To achieve this Didi has asked if HOR would be interested in a project to build log cabins and playground facilities on the land. There is a lot more to talk about here but it’s something worth exploring in more detail. It is probable that Didi will come to the UK in June when she will bring some plans for me to show our builders/supporters and discuss everything in more detail.
Independently of this Adrian was touched by the hopelessly inadequate facilities (or lack of) at Krivnia and raised the possibility of some outdoor play equipment for them. Some more food for thought and maybe a future project.

On our last day we went to see the land Didi has purchased for The Hope & Future Foundation and she explained her thoughts for how she would like to use it. We walked around the area and chatted through a few ideas but nothing concrete as yet

Our time in Bulgaria was coming to an end and it was time to return home. Didi finally took possession of the car and dropped us off at the Airport. Unfortunately, the flight was delayed by 1hr15m due to bad weather but we eventually took off at 9:30pm.
We arrived in Luton and made for the car hire site where we discovered that I was not able to drive as I didn’t have my counterpart licence so the responsibility fell to Adrian & Tony. We hadn’t got too far when we came across a road closure which would have been ok but there were no diversion signs and so we had no idea where to go. This gave me the ideal opportunity to redeem myself for my earlier navigational failings and I was able to direct us onto the A303 and in the direction of Okehampton. If Adrian & Tony were impressed with this brilliant piece of navigating they didn’t show it but it was very late so I will forgive them.

We arrived in Okehampton at 4:00am and my journey was over. However, Adrian and Tony still needed to get back to Cardiff so after a quick cuppa they were on their way again while I went to bed to try and get a few hours sleep before starting work at 9:00am.

As you may have gathered the trip was a great success. A great team of drivers who had a good laugh (usually at each others expense) was a key factor in the success.

However, I am acutely aware of God’s presence and guiding hand throughout the entire trip. I am also aware that so many people were praying for us – thanks to each and every one of you. But most of all, thanks to our God who sustained us and blessed us and is the author of all the good things which HOR is able to do. To Him be all the praise and Glory.
In His service

Andrew Morgan

