
TBILISI or BUST 

Last year Chris Pengilly and myself did a semi-organised 1500 km drive around Southern India 

as a boys trip with several friends, which was a real eye-opener. This year we decided we’d like 

another adventure, but we would disorganise it ourselves!  

We managed to acquire, with the help of Thimbleby and Shorland, a 30-year-old Toyota 

Landcruiser, “Tonka”, with more than 150,000 miles on the clock and a few more suspected. 

After having it checked out and a few repairs we were ready to rock. We were using the trip to 

raise funds for No 5, a local Charity supporting young people with mental health issues, an 

increasing problem that we were both aware of from our experience as school governors.  

Early on 3rd September we set off to catch the 9.20 ferry from Dover. The first part of the drive 

through northern France is standard, although the Canadian first World War Memorial 

alongside the motorway is dramatic and thought provoking. Our first stop was Mulhouse, which 

we wouldn’t recommend for a long weekend, and then on into Switzerland. The scenery driving 

through the Alps is always mind blowing and Switzerland is so well ordered and tidy. Crossing 

into Italy there was a marked contrast in both driving styles and tunnel maintenance standards! 

After a quick lunchtime snack overlooking Lake Como, with float planes using the lake as an 

airport, it was on to Bologna for the night. This could easily be a long weekend destination, and 

the signature dish is not spaghetti Bolognese but tagliatelle bolognese! 

The plan now was to drive down to Ancona and catch the ferry to Igoumenitsa, which is a port 

on mainland Greece just below Corfu. However, some fat fingered booking by yours truly meant 

we had a day to spare before we sailed. Fortuitously we managed to fit in a wine tasting in the 

stunning hills behind Ancona, and that evening managed to persuade the local bar owner that it 

was more patriotic to screen the England v Italy World Cup warm up match rather than 

basketball - good results all round! 

The overnight ferry took 19hrs, enough to put us both off cruising holidays. At Igoumenitsa we 

were treated to a master class in Greek ferry parking. The dredged approach channel is very 

narrow with lots of ships about, but it was a swift handbrake turn by the captain and we were 

moored up ready to disembark. 

Driving almost due East across northern Greece was memorable for the scenery, especially the 

farming, and the sweeping, empty roads through the mountains, courtesy of the EEC. We drove 

on past Mount Olympus, where the gods had their heads in the clouds, and had our first “take it 

or leave it “Greek lunch in a remote village, which was well worth taking. 

That night was spent in Paralia, on the North-East coast of Greece, not very popular as a Brit 

holiday destination but fast becoming the Greek Riviera for former Soviet Bloc countries like 

Serbia, Hungary and Bulgaria. It was strange and un-Greek to see all the local shops selling fur 

hats and warm winter clothing. 

Then it was on to Turkey where the River Menitsa forms the border outside the Turkish town of 

Ipsala. Crossing into Turkey just about everything changes , no more Euros, different food, 

different culture, everything, including diesel, much cheaper but border crossings are in a 

different league. Inevitably there is a long queue of lorries as well as a much more stringent 

regime for tourists. Only the driver can take the vehicle through, passengers have to decamp 

and enter via a separate building. They check passports, customs and vehicle papers at 3 

separate buildings and then there is a fourth check just to make sure the previous 3 have done 

their job! This is where we first came across the Turkish number plate recognition system not 

registering our old style number H147 DUF, so we were sent back to “Go” on the first attempt. 

The increased level of security was immediately obvious.  

We were destined for Istanbul, but stopped off in Tekirdag for the night. There was a huge 

market with literally tons of tomatoes for sale. Having a mooch round we found what initially 

appeared to be a shop selling Trophies, but on closer inspection it was the Yacht Club who 

welcomed us in, so we stayed for supper. 



On to Istanbul the next day, where we were joined by our wives and spent 3 nights doing the 

sights. This is a must see destination, crammed with history and some spectacular old buildings. 

There are literally tens of merchant ships at anchor, either waiting for cargoes, to dock, or their 

turn to go through the Bosporus 1-way system into the Black Sea. The city is cosmopolitan and 

in many ways westernised, feeling very friendly and safe. The huge souk is a real rabbit warren 

selling everything, mostly fake, but hard haggling can result in some great bargains. The only 

problem we had was a trip to the barbers, appropriately called Atak, who removed most of the 

hair from our heads and all of it from our noses and ears.  

The scale of infrastructure spending in Turkey is awesome. Phase 1 of the new Istanbul Airport 

had just opened in April with a massive Terminal building. Eventually it will handle 200 million 

passengers a year with 4 runways. There were also large restoration projects going on at the 

Blue Mosque, the Hagia Sophia Museum and the Topkapi Palace. Cultural overload in 2 days! 

Since leaving Italy we had been following the Silk Road, which is more of a trade corridor than a 

distinct road, running from the Mediterranean to the Far East, which had created the wealth for 

all the ancient civilisations in that area. We left Istanbul, crossed the Bosphorous, and keeping 

to the Silk Road, headed up towards the Black Sea, following the coastline staying at Zonguldak, 

Sinop and Giresun. Sinop was the most interesting with its old castle. Again there was huge 

investment in roads and port facilities taking place all along the coast. Zonguldak is also the 

name of the Province famous for its now declining coal mining. The mining museum there had 

exhibits of heavy British mining kit and cranes manufactured by Stothert and Pitt, and there was 

also an amazing underground cave complex  

Inland this is also a major tea plantation area- they drink more than we do, and there are 

numerous processing plants dotted along the coast. Next stop was Georgia, but another border 

first. Getting out of Turkey went smoothly but the Georgian border guards had a different take 

on our paperwork. We had been relying on Certified Copies of the Vehicle Registration 

Document with a covering letter from the company that owned the truck. Despite escalating the 

problem to the boss of the boss of the Vehicle Customs Bureaucrat, no good. Tonka was 

stranded in No Man’s Land, and then sent back to Turkey to be parked up whilst waiting for the 

original documents to arrive. As usual the passengers had been sent through the border via the 

pedestrian route, but the guards kindly let us unload essential luggage so we could go on without 

Tonka to the nearest Georgian town of Batumi. Batumi is Blackpool in Georgia and booming. I 

do not know who is bank rolling the development of the new high rise apartments but a lot of 

funds are pouring in.  It may be destined to become an R and R resort for the nearby Middle East, 

with the attraction of booze and gambling. It was strange leaving Turkey, which although secular 

became more Muslim as we travelled further East, and then to enter  Georgia with its Eastern 

Orthodox Christianity, and a European flavour. More like home and a break from the early 

morning alarm call to prayer from the nearest Mosque. 

Whilst we waited for DHL to deliver the necessary paperwork we decided to catch the fast train, 

average speed 40mph, to Tbilisi. The scenery changes dramatically as you climb from the Black 

Sea Mediterranean climate up through the mountains that surround Tbilisi. The countryside in 

Georgia is stunning but poor. Tbilisi is a marked contrast. It is a friendly, welcoming place with 

impressive buildings and architecture.  Restaurants serve meaty local food with good beers and 

wines. They’ve been making wine in Georgia since 8000 BC using a process where they put the 

grapes into large Ali Baba pots and let them ferment naturally. As the fermentation ends the 

grapes sink to the bottom and filter the wine. It tasted pretty good to us. Stalin was born just up 

the road in Gori, but most of his statues have now been removed. The statue in Freedom Square, 

the Trafalgar Square of Tbilisi, used to feature Lenin but has now been replaced by a column with 

George and the Dragon on top. 

The Tonka papers turned up and the wives flew home. Chris and I returned to pick up the truck, 

crossed successfully into Georgia and headed for Armenia. Another border crossing and delays 

whilst we changed money, payed vehicle border taxes and bought insurance. Pounds Sterling 

weren’t acceptable but luckily they did take US dollars. The countryside in Georgia is poor but 



Armenia is in a different, lower, league. The roads outside Yerevan the capital are abysmal. Most 

of the cars are very old Soviet limos and Ladas, The trucks are all Russian Kamaz, smokey and 

slow. The population is about 3 million, but falling as people try to leave. There are abandoned 

Soviet era factories but not much to replace them. We stayed in some basic accommodation on 

Lake Sevan about 1900M above sea level and covering about 1,240km2. We arrived late, 

progress had been slow on the awful roads, but were given a warm welcome by the owning 

family, and fed delicious trout from the lake. Unfortunately, their dining room was al fresco and 

it was a bit nippy, so we hunkered down and dined covered in blankets! Next morning we awoke 

to stunning scenery and a memorable breakfast. Boiled eggs with homemade cheese and jams, 

washed down with strong black coffee. Then out came their local fire water, Google translated 

as Cherry Brandy, but more like paint stripper. As all the family arrived for what promised to be 

a long, liquid lunch we made tracks. Not far up the road we came across a nuclear power station. 

It was built by the Russians in the early 70’s to a similar design as Chernobyl, but closed by the 

Soviets after being damaged by an earthquake 1988. Earthquakes are frequent in Armenia. 

Following independence, it was re-opened with a few rudimentary repairs and now provides 

about 30% of Armenia’s electricity. No wonder the lake fish were so good! 

The centre of Yerevan the capital looks quite prosperous. However poor a country is it seems 

they must have a posh capital. There was a large central park and square with a Sunday market 

selling mostly arts and crafts. All incredible value.  We moved on to a lunch stop and to watch 

the England Tonga game and then made tracks back towards Turkey. Unfortunately, you cannot 

cross between Armenia and Turkey. They fell out over the Armenia-Azerbaijan war between 

1988 and 1994, which is technically still going on so we first went back to Georgia and stayed 

the night at the Hotel Sonya in a one horse town called Ninotsminda, for the princely sum of £15 

for a room. The local restaurant was similarly cheap, but still not good value! 

Next day it was another border in the middle of nowhere to get back to Turkey. Everything was 

going smoothly. The searches were very thorough as a lot of alcohol gets smuggled from Georgia 

to Turkey. There was a big stache in the customs building which had already been seized, but we 

were good boys. We got to the final checker who then decided to send us to a giant X-ray scanner 

used for HGVs. We were in the queue behind a monster truck, but the scanner had broken down. 

After about another hour we tracked down the machine technicians who had given up and were 

having a fry up (no bacon!). Over a cup of tea they explained, via Google translate, the machine 

was kaput and would not be working any time soon. Back to the boss customs man who 

conceded we could have another manual search. More paperwork, lots of stamps, and 

eventually we are back at the final barrier and let into Turkey. 

The route back through Turkey was down the middle towards Ankara. Turkey is about 3 times 

the size of the UK with a population of about 80 million, but 20 million of those are concentrated 

in three cities so the countryside is empty. The scenery is stunning with little traffic on the roads. 

Some areas are pretty rugged and mountainous but these frequently give way to rolling hills and 

wide valleys where farming is becoming more intensive and mechanised. There aren’t many 

towns and even fewer hotels, but great kebab shops for lunch. Again lots of infrastructure 

investment, including a new High Speed Rail link from Ankara to Samsun. 

We crossed back across the Bosphorous, skirting Istanbul and using the stunning newer bridge 

to the North. Another border into Bulgaria. Not too tough, but the whole vehicle was sprayed 

with disinfectant. Unfortunately, it was pretty warm so we’d opened the sunroof whilst waiting 

in the passport queue so for the next couple of days we smelled like an over chlorinated 

municipal swimming pool. There was a huge 11.5 mile queue of lorries waiting to enter Turkey, 

Brexit here we come! An overnight in Sofia where they were holding Miss Bulgaria in our hotel. 

It was good to be back on the pork chops and red wine again! Sofia doesn’t really warrant a 

weekend break, but again a fascinating history with lots of different conquerors over the years. 

The main cathedral started life as a mosque. 

The next day it was another border and into Serbia and Belgrade for the night. Definitely worth 

a visit although probably not at our hotel which was the local Faulty Towers. We had a bit of 



trouble with a young lady Serbian road rager but her new BMW didn’t even scratch Tonka. 

Belgrade is another city with grand buildings and a friendly pedestrianised centre but some grey, 

drab suburbs. We were on the Danube again, which seemed to keep popping up. Then it was on 

the road again into Hungary and the last border with any formality, mainly because they wanted 

to sell us a motorway pass for both Hungary and Austria. 

Our next overnight stop was Vienna, the absolutely stunning Austrian capital, again on the 

Danube. Definitely worth a visit if you get the chance. The only issue was an over zealous traffic 

warden who gave us a ticket whilst we popped into the hotel reception to pick up our car park 

pass. It was just before their parliamentary election and there was a climate change rally taking 

place in front of the Hofburg palace , but he protesters were very well behaved, not 

disruptivecand included a lot of students and school pupils. 

Up early the next morning and we were of to Nuremberg, famous for the post 2nd War Trials, 

held here as it was pivotal as a Nazi power base. The weather was dull and this seemed to be 

reflected by the atmosphere in the city, so the next day we were happy to leave early and make 

tracks for Calais via Holland and Belgium. Passport and custom formalities were 

straightforward before we boarded the ferry for a choppy crossing back to Dover. Then it was 

just the delights of a slow journey round the M25 back to Reading. 

Altogether we visited 14 countries and 6 capital cities in 4 weeks. Tonka was amazing and 

trundled on whatever the state of roads and weather covering over 6,000 miles without 

breaking down. From the time we entered Turkey until we left it 2 weeks later we only saw 2 

cars with British plates. Everywhere we went the people we met were always friendly and 

helpful- even the Border Guards when we got to know them. The most memorable part of the 

trip was the ever changing human and physical geography. We spent a lot of time driving but 

looking out the windscreen was never dull! 

And the most useful thing to take is a smart phone! Maps and signposts are often pretty basic, 

so Google was a godsend for navigation and menu translation. We normally tried to book 

accommodation about a day ahead and Bookings.com made it very easy. Add in currency 

conversion and fuel price comparisons and the phone is a must have! 

If you would like to donate to No 5, the charity we were supporting please visit  

https://www.justgiving.com/fundraising/tbilisitonka or to donate £5 Text ‘TONKA’ to 70085   

Lastly huge thanks to PCP and Francis Construction for their sponsorship. 

Mr Barrett – school governor 
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