Walvis Bay to Cairo Expedition – Postscript
The party of the five of us who had travelled from Nairobi to Egypt split into two smaller
groups for the return journey to England. Ron, Rup and Dave left their Land Cruiser to
the tender mercies of our Egyptian travel agent, who was to put it into a container and
then have this loaded onto a boat at Alexandria, while they flew back to the UK from
Cairo on a BA ‘Open Jaw’ ticket. Ron tells me that he subsequently paid a small fortune
to recover his vehicle from the Felixstowe docks.
Joy and I decided to drive overland from Iskenderun to our home in Rutland. The overall
distance we travelled was 2,700 miles. Apart from some poor roads in Bulgaria and short
stretches in Romania, the entire journey was on good tarred surfaces. We had not visited
either Turkey or Bulgaria before so there was some element of exploration, but we have
‘frequented’ the roadway between Vienna and Calais and therefore we covered this as
quickly as possible.
The route we followed is shown below:

Insurance
Before we left the UK, we tried to obtain a Green Card which would cover motoring in
Turkey but this proved impossible with our then insurer (Churchill): all they could offer
was one which included every country in the EU plus Switzerland. So, on arrival in
Turkey, we had to take out a policy (from Allianz as it happened) for the week or so that
we stayed in the country.
Road Usage Fees
We had to purchase vignettes for road/motorway usage fees in Turkey, Bulgaria,
Romania, Hungary and Austria. We found that we were able to purchase these at a
motorway toll centre (in Turkey) at a garage (in Bulgaria and Romania) and as we
entered Hungary (which also covered Austria). The cost of these vignettes or passes was
insignificant.

Turkey

The departure of our flight from Alexandria to Istanbul was delayed for eight hours by
fog, which meant that we could only reach Adana, the fifth largest town in Turkey, on
Wednesday 6 November. We spent the night at the Airport Hotel, which was only 10
minutes on foot from the airport. First thing on Thursday morning, we went to Adana
Railway station in the expectation that it would be simple, relaxing and interesting to take
a train to Iskenderun – but, after considerable help from some kind Turks, when we got
there, we found that the only train of the day did not leave until after 7pm. So we went
back outside the station again to the nearest bus stop and travelled by bus past the Airport
Hotel to the coach station. There we found an express coach going to Iskenderun at 12
noon. Our journey was swift and very comfortable! In Iskenderun we stayed at Hotel
Cabir – centrally located and adequately comfortable. The coastline at Iskenderun is
rocky and the port area lies just north of the city. A number of ships lie at anchor waiting
for berths to unload their cargoes. The atmosphere was affected by the number of
industrial plants along the shore line. But the promenade is pleasant and the range of
shops and restaurants excellent in comparison with Ras el Barr in Egypt. We enjoyed
dining out on both the evenings we were there. The ferry from Damietta docked early on
Friday 8 November, but it took all day for the 200 lorries to be unloaded and the five cars
(including our Land Cruiser) were unavailable to mid-afternoon. Then insurance had to
be arranged, customs and police clearance obtained and port fees paid so it was nearly
5pm before I could drive the vehicle out of the port.
We set off for Cappadocia early the next morning. The climate on the coast was
positively balmy despite the time of year, but as we climbed north over the coastal Taurus
mountain range, the temperature fell like a stone – and the nature of the countryside
changed dramatically – on the southern side, there were citrus orchards and olive groves,
but as we climbed the land became increasingly barren, devoid of crops and animals and
semi-arid. We drove north for some 200 km until we reached the town of Kaymakli (just
south of Nevsehir) where there is a most impressive underground village dating back to
early Christian times. It was used as a refuge for up to 15,000(!) people during the
periodic Arab invasions. The whole village was excavated around ventilation shafts and

there are as many as eight levels. We saw a chapel, living quarters, meeting rooms,
larders etc..
It took us about half an hour to reach Goreme from Kaymakli, but on the way we saw
more and more troglodyte quarters carved into the soft tuff rock (solidified volcanic ash).
Goreme, itself, was unbelievable: one rock pyramid after another, some with rock caps
on, others without – many of them had caves cut into them – leading to one of the most
remarkable landscapes that we have ever seen anywhere. St Paul formed one of the early
churches in the area, which became quite a centre for Christian study and worship in the
subsequent centuries. We visited the collection of rock-hewn churches known as the
Goreme Open Air Museum – all of them were made in the 11th – 12th Centuries and many
of them are richly decorated with well preserved paintings and some carvings – the entire
assembly must be one of the world’s treasures. We were taken aback at quality of the
artwork – Karanik Church (the so-called ‘Dark Church’) is home to the fresco of the last
supper, said to be the best example of 11th Century Byzantine art anywhere.
That night we stayed at the Divan Cave House Hotel which we found perfectly
acceptable and well located. The Topdeck Cave Restaurant was close by and we had a
delicious Turkish evening meal there. Looking out from the patio in front of the Divan
Cave House, the appearance of all the lights in the homes cut into the conically-shaped
rocky outcrops on the surrounding hills was absolutely magical. It was with some
reluctance that we set off early the next morning for the long journey to Selcuk and
Ephesus – which, in the event took us one and a half days.
We travelled across the central plateau through the towns of Nevsehir and Aksaray to
Konya – the land gradually became more fertile as we went west. At Konya we left the
direct route in order to pass through the mountains to the lake-area directly to the west of
the city. The lake region was seemingly one huge orchard – apple trees abounded to such
an extent that the recent harvest clearly could not be sold – it was piled up in huge heaps
at the side of the road and in the farmsteads. The lakes themselves were beautifully blue
and very still in the November sunlight. If one wanted a quiet holiday, then they would
warrant further exploration because there were some pleasant communities adjacent to
them. Just as dusk took hold, we approached Denizli, a fast growing industrial city with
half a million inhabitants. In the first century AD, the city of Colossae was located just 10
miles west of today’s Denizli. We had booked a room at the Konakk Residence Hotel,
adjacent to the university and, once we found our way there, we agreed that it was very
comfortable.
On the 11th November we travelled almost all morning to reach Selcuk (south of Izmir).
There we visited the ruins of St John’s Basilica, a church which, until it was damaged in
an earthquake during the Middle Ages, was larger than St Paul’s Cathedral. Some say
that it was built in the 6th Century over the tomb of the disciple St John, but it was
subsequently destroyed by a number of earthquakes in the Middle Ages. Selcuk Fortress
crowns the hill above the Basilica – this walled structure was built in the late Byzantine
or early Ottoman periods – the Ottoman Turks took over the Byzantine empire (or rather
what was left of it!) in the late 15th Century. In the valley below (where the town of
Selcuk is located), the Romans built an aqueduct and many of the supporting pillars are
still standing.

Ephesus lies just 3 km to the south west of Selcuk – just 5 minutes in the car! We were
genuinely impressed by the magnificence of the city which the Greeks and then the
Romans had constructed. At one time, it is said that it had as many as 50,000 inhabitants.
It was certainly a wealthy place judging by the number of temples and the two theatres,
one of which is simply huge. The façade of the Celsus Library was particularly
impressive and we couldn’t get over the marble walkways. The city’s fortunes finally
wained in the 7th and 8th Centuries when the harbour silted up and the area became
malarial but its ruins continue to have a magnetic attraction for many people, both local
and international.
We then went to the House of the Virgin Mary, located on a hill-top south of Selcuk.
Tradition says that Mary died in Jerusalem at the age of 63, but at the third ecumenical
council of 431 AD in Ephesus it was claimed that Mary had come to Ephesus with St
John and lived and subsequently died there. This house was ‘identified’ as the probable
home of Mary in the second half of the 19th Century and Pope Paul visited it in 1967.
After a quick trip to the seaside where we saw quite a number of fishermen, we returned
to Selcuk for the night – we stayed at Nazar Hotel in the Old Town. Our host could not
have been more helpful when it came to organising our accommodation in Istanbul and
giving us guidance on the best way to get there (via Izmir, Balikesir, Bursa, Yaldva and
then by ferry to Eskihisar - which is only 60km east of Istanbul).
The following day we took the recommended route to Istanbul – despite the distance of
some 600 km, we were in the city by 4pm, but it took us ages to find our way through to
the bridge over the Bosphorus – we just could not recognise any of the destinations on
the overhead signs. Still, after 90 minutes of torture, we had made our way to the
Sultanahmet district (which hosts almost all the major historical attractions in Istanbul)
and our hotel (the Celal Sultan) which had a most convenient car park directly across the
road. As soon as we arrived the receptionist sold us four ITS (International Travel
Services) city tours – two each for the two full days that we were to spend in the city. We
agreed that these would be the best way to see as much as we could of Istanbul in the
time we made available. Then, in the dark, we set off across the Galata Bridge to find the
Galata Tower (built in the 14th century by the Genoese) and the (largely) pedestrianised
Beyoglu district full of craft shops and bars.
The following morning we joined ITS’ Bosphorus Cruise which was not a bad way to
spend a cool and wetish couple of hours! We saw all the palaces, mansions and fortresses
lining the waterway – one could appreciate some of the glory and magnificence achieved
by the Ottoman Turks in their hey-day, and witness just how quickly the water could flow
through the straits. In the afternoon, we returned by coach to the Asian (east) side of the
city, where we first ascended Carnica Hill (with its panoramic views over a misty
Istanbul) and then dropped down to the waterside Palace of Beylerbeyi (built between
1861 and 1876 by one of the last Ottoman Sultans, and used as a summer residence and
for entertaining important guests like Napoleon III). It was remarkably similar in both
style and content to palaces and gracious country houses in France and England, but its
location adjacent to the Bosphorus would be glorious on a hot summer day!

The following day, we visited the stunning Hagia Sophia Mosque (originally a Christian
cathedral built by Emperor Justinian in the early 6th Century and now one of the largest
mosques in Turkey) and the beautiful Blue Mosque (which has six minarets and was built
by Sultan Ahmet in the early 17th Century having been designed by one of Sinan’s
pupils), we also saw the Egyptian obelisks in Sultanahmet Square (originally the site of
the Roman Hippodrome). Later we went into the underground Basilica Cistern which was
used to store (as a city centre reservoir) and supply water to the city from Roman times (it
was constructed by Emperor Justinian 527 – 565) . In the afternoon, we went round
Topaki Palace – which dates back to 1478, the days of Sultan Mehmed II – it was
originally the imperial residence of the ottoman household: today it is a museum with
some impressive collections of jewellery, oriental porcelain, a treasury and a library.
After the tour we walked down to Saint Sergius and Saint Bacchus Church – now known
as the Small Hagia Sophir Mosque – with its unique architectural style. In the evening,
we went out for another absolutely delicious Turkish dinner!
We found Turkey a fascinating country full of contrasts between the ancient and modern,
the traditional and the liberated whilst the Turks were universally welcoming and helpful.
Overall, Turkey seemed to us to have an advanced industrial economy and people in the
cities had a free and easy lifestyle; moreover everything worked – all the garages (of
which there were more than we had seen before on our trip) had fuel, the roads had
(generally) good surfaces, internet connectivity in the hotels was excellent whilst buses
and taxis were available whenever and wherever we wanted them.
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Bulgaria

On the next day, Friday 15th November, we finally set off for home. Partly because we
had a Green Card that was only valid in the EU, and partly because we had been unable
to find a car ferry from Greece to Italy, we decided to travel through Bulgaria, Romania,
Hungary, Austria, Germany, Belgium and France to the Channel Tunnel.
We reached the Bulgarian border within three hours of leaving our hotel in Istanbul. In
short order we turned north off the main Istanbul to Sofia highway and drove along
increasingly less frequented roads through decrepit villages where school buildings often
had no glass in the classroom windows and everywhere looked pretty desolate in the
rainy weather. There were some gigantic open cast coal mines which clearly fed a huge
electricity power station – this poured out dirty grey smoke and the whole atmosphere
was quite unpleasant – obviously the EU money had either not reached its destination, or
had been diverted elsewhere to an even more needy project.
Our objective was Vielky Tarnovo – a 6th Century town on the banks of the River Yantra.
In 1186 the Second Bulgarian Kingdom was established and Vielko Tarnovo duly
became its capital city. The walled fortress on the Tsaravets Hill dates back to the 12th
century but has been restored with EU money and today it looks most impressive with its
strong walls and commanding position. The town itself had an ‘old world charm’ about it
with a good number of churches (some dating back to the 12th Century) and houses which
cling to the side of the Yantra gorge, some of these were quite palatial – one we went into
(because it had been turned into a museum) had been the home of a banker in the 19th
Century and this had a small hall with a minstrels gallery. Vielko Tarnovo was the sort of
place which, we felt, would be well worth a couple of days visit. Nearby, there is a
famous village, Arbanasi, which has associations with Albanians (a number of them
settled here after a Bulgarian kind had acquired, though a battle in 1230, the kingdom of
Albania) – today there are two monasteries and five richly decorated churches – all

constructed at the end of the 16th Century or in the 17th Century. The houses in Albanasi
resemble small fortresses-and generally have two floors – the ground floor for keeping
the cattle and the first floor for the living accommodation – and a walled garden. We
were unable to do the village justice in the few minutes we were able to spend there the
following morning.
In Vielko Tarnovo we had stayed in Hotel Gurko – which was most comfortable, had first
rate internet connectivity and served excellent meals, besides which it had a wonderful
outlook over the Yantra gorges. We would happily recommend it to anyone visiting
Vielko Tarnovo.
From Albanasi we journied north along a well surfaced road to Ruse, an industrial town
which lies on the south bank of the Danube. On the way we passed a number of signs to
cave churches but we did not have time to visit any and compare them with the
magnificent specimens at Goreme. There was a fair amount of heavy traffic on this
stretch of road, much of it was Turkish and Romanian lorries. At Ruse, we drove directly
to the bridge over the Danube to Romania.
We were pleased to have visited Bulgaria – it was reminiscent of the state of affairs that
we found in Romania in 1993 (just three years after the fall of Ceausescu) – public
buildings in a poor state of repair, houses in desperate need of a lick of paint, poor roads
and even worse road signage. But Vielko Tarnovo was picturesque and well worth
visiting – an American couple we met in the Hotel Gurko there was even more ecstatic
about the region to the south west of Sofia – they said that this still had a very traditional,
almost medieval, feel and the people were so friendly – which also seemed to us to be the
case in Vielko Tarnovo. We should like to go to the country again and explore it at more
leisure.
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Romania

This was our second visit to Romania, the earlier being 21 years ago, and we looked
forward to seeing how things had changed. We could hardly believe our eyes – the
country looked almost like western Europe in contrast with some almost African-like
standards in 1993!
Our route took us through a fertile and productive agricultural region to Drobeta-Turnu
Severin on the border with Serbia. Then we followed the Danube through some
spectacular, deep gorges for around 50 km. These were collectively known as Hell’s Gate
because of the strong currents which raged through them before the dam and lock were
built at their lower end.. After leaving the river, the road went through Herculaneum, a
spa since Roman times, and onto Timisoara. There we stayed in a very reasonably priced
boutique hotel, Fleur de Temps, which was truly first rate in terms of service and quality
– a standard which would have been inconceivable 20 years ago. Timisoara was a hotbed
of the revolution (led by a Hungarian Protestant Pastor called Laszlo Tokes) which turfed
Ceausescu from his palace in Bucharest in December 1989; today it appears to be a
prosperous city with a central area dominated by some gracious 19th Century buildings
round neat squares.
Generally the road network in Romania had been transformed since 1993 when we had
found missing manhole covers in town centres, numerous roads ‘under construction’ and
petrol stations with queues half a mile long! The worst we found this time, was some few
km long stretches where two carriageways were squeezed onto one side of a road (plus
the hard shoulder) whilst the other side was under reconstruction. Fuel, coffee and food
were universally available and the number of vehicles had multiplied by a factor of 10!
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Hungary, Austria, Germany, Belgium and France
We travelled quickly and safely from Timisoara to the Hungarian border and there we
quickly joined an empty motorway all the way to the Budapest Ring-road. We left the
Ring-road to enter the A1 Motorway to Vienna and stopped about half way between the
two capitals at a Tesco superstore for some sustenance – it made us feel nearly at home!
Our next night was in the centre of Vienna.
From Vienna we travelled along rather busier roads past Regensburg, Frankfurt and onto
Koblenz where we spent our last night away from home.
The last day’s travel went smoothly – we left Koblenz at around 8am, were in Calais by
1.30pm and home by just before 6pm – tired but relieved that we had run the straight race
and finished the course!

