
  

  CHAPTER ONE


  One Day in May 1996


  ON THE DAY OF MY RETURN TO BULGARIA, MY EMOTIONS WERE RUNning high. It was May 25, 1996, and my wife immediately realized how deeply moved I was. I held back my tears, a habit I had forced myself to learn in 1943 at the age of six for the funeral of my father. Destiny was bringing me back to Sofia. Through the window of the plane, I saw people gathering on the runway at the front of the plane. We were seated in business class, not for the comfort, but to be first at getting off the Balkan Airlines plane, as our national carrier was then known. My wife Margarita and I wanted to face this very important day together, the day when I was setting foot again in Bulgaria. After the fall of the Communist regime in 1989, I waited patiently and watched events closely. Finally, the prospect of living once again in Bulgaria might actually become true. Only those who have known the constraints of living far from home understand the feelings of attachment for a place they are forbidden to go to. It is a beautiful spring day, one of the most daunting moments in my life for sure, where memories and sorrow mix with the awe of the present. I did not know then what awaited me, or even if people would show up at all.


  None of my five children had come with us. Although this was a painful decision, it was one we had reached as a family, for we had no idea what was going to happen, given the extraordinary circumstances. I also wanted to avoid being accused of having any intention of restoring the monarchy. The political environment was not in my favor. Bulgaria was in turmoil, going through a political identity crisis like many other ex-Soviet republics struggling to find a new model to follow. Little had changed since the proclamation of the new constitution in 1991. I would realize later, with the experience in government, that the ties with the dark side of Communism were greater than I thought and still outstanding. More than twenty-five years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, Bulgaria is still paying a price for its bad habits.


  How would my return be interpreted? It had been only a few years since the end of a regime that had a deep impact on everyone. The population had suffered, and I had no desire to add to the confusion or to give the impression that I was taking advantage of the chaotic situation to attempt to impose myself. But the news—even if it had been rumored for years—that that I was coming back had preceded me, and the preparations for the trip had been made in the greatest secrecy. Discretion was for me the condition sine qua non. I was returning to my country, and I did not want to appear surrounded by a mob of foreign media or turn my trip into a show. I was “the man in the grey suit,” as my children sometimes called me affectionately. I was wearing a light-colored tie that seemed appropriate to me and wore a Bulgarian flag on my lapel. I didn’t want to look too elegant or too unlike myself. My wife, Queen Margarita, wore no jewelry, but she usually doesn’t. Indeed, what kind of meeting was this? A people meeting their king? I thought that was a little old-fashioned for our modern societies. Besides, hadn’t years of Communism erased memory? Who would remember me, the child who left Bulgaria on a September afternoon in 1946, at the beginning of a long period of ostracism? I had ascended the throne after the premature death of my father three years earlier. “The king is dead, long live the king,” as the old saying goes in European monarchies! An entirely different time it was, that of the Second World War and its millions of dead, its limitless destruction. I had left Bulgaria with one of my father’s two sisters (my Aunt Eudoxia), my mother, my sister Maria Luisa, and several others from our entourage, for an unknown—in time and in space—destination.


  Three months from this day would mark fifty years since then—in other words, a lifetime absence.


  During the flight, each of the pilots had come in turn to greet us, as had the hostesses and those passengers who had wished to do so. Despite my anxiety, I listened to them with pleasure. I pretended to be relaxed, but I must admit that my heart was in my shoes. All were very friendly to us, and this touched me. Everyone around me understood my language! The newspapers were in Bulgarian too. I already felt I was home in a certain way. This is not a minor thing, as exiles will share this feeling of vulnerability. Passengers came to have photographs taken with me, and I was pleasantly surprised to see that young people in particular. What did they know of my history, they who could know nothing of a period so long ago? Even our name had been removed from textbooks and our coat of arms from public monuments. As if the reigns of my father and my grandfather had never existed, even though King Ferdinand was the one who proclaimed independence for the country in 1908. In Communist Bulgaria, it was not possible even to refer to my existence without putting one’s family in danger and exposing oneself to reprisals. The risks were too great. The media had even reported that we were dead. The regime was merciless toward those who did not think along the same lines as the party and its underlings.


  That very morning, we had boarded the plane at Zurich airport. It was eleven thirty. I remember the hour exactly. The details of the trip had been carefully planned. King Juan Carlos had lent us an official plane so that our departure from Spain could take place without being seen. It was for this reason that we took off from the military base at Torrejón, rather than from the Madrid airport where journalists constantly camped out.


  First stop: Switzerland.


  Before I gave the green light, every detail had been gone over with a fine-tooth comb by my friends in Spain, my office in Madrid and my supporters in Bulgaria. I did not want to risk being turned back at the border, as happened to King Michael of Romania despite the precautions he took. I was afraid the same thing would happen to me, jeopardizing my return. The government would have been able to hold us for a bit and then throw us out, just for the sake of humiliation.


  At the beginning of the 1990s, while I was in London, I had lunch at Buckingham Palace with Queen Elizabeth. While we were discussing the events in Eastern Europe, she said to me, “Simeon, I hope you are not in that much of a hurry.” This was said in a low voice as she pretended to stare at her plate. As I look back, I am extremely grateful for this valuable advice, for it seems to me that I waited for the right moment, while everyone around me was urging me to return to Bulgaria as quickly as possible after the fall of the regime. I was even accused of having “missed the boat” of History. Sometimes in life, patience is your best guide. My father thought that a good statesman was one who knew how to bide his time. I also did not want either the foreign or the Bulgarian media to know when I was going to arrive, or to pull the rather sickly sweet stunt of being photographed in the plane, looking out the porthole with a sad, nostalgic air. I wanted no staged setting, either; I simply let King Juan Carlos know what my intentions were—I was, after all, a guest in his country. That was the very least I could do, so that he would not find himself in an embarrassing position on a question of foreign policy, especially in this so very delicate period when Eastern Bloc countries were just opening up to Europe. I consider my cousin a great statesman but also a very dear lifetime friend.


  We managed to get there by means of a very low-key approach. Our plane reservations were made under other names, mine with the name used by my father (Count Rylski) and my Spanish wife’s using her maiden name (Margarita Gómez-Acebo Cejuela). In Zurich, a city I like very much (as did my father, apparently), we decided to take a regular flight the next day for Sofia. At the boarding gates, some of my compatriots recognized me. Some immediately got out their cell phones to let those close to them know of our arrival. Others shyly came forward to ask whether they could have a photo taken with us. They hesitated regarding how to address me, and I put them at ease.


  We finally landed at 2:30 in the afternoon, local Sofia time. The engines shut off, and the plane rolled to a stop at its parking spot. As I got off, I had a view of the crowd waiting for me on the runway and was overwhelmed, moved, shaken. After such a long time, I couldn’t believe that we had finally arrived. I had tears in my eyes. There came back to me the memory of a trip we had made ten or so years before: on our way to Istanbul on a pleasure trip, we were flying over Bulgaria, and I recognized the dam in the mountain valley I love so much—the one that leads to our home in Borovets, Tsarska Bistritsa, an hour south by road from Sofia, where I spent so much precious family time with my parents. At that altitude, I could spot other details, forests, clearings, valleys and ridges. The weather was clear, the sky cloudless. We were over six miles up in the sky, but almost a half-century in time separated us from the ground. Baron Heinrich von Thyssen was seated next to me, the friend with whom we were traveling to Turkey, and he pointed out to me that if we had engine trouble, we would have to land in Bulgaria. What a joke that would be! His teasing came back to me; I don’t know why. In the meantime, a Spanish journalist friend sent by the newspaper ABC, Ramón Pérez-Maura, had telephoned his headquarters in Madrid to announce, “I’m afraid it’s a flop; the streets are deserted, there’s no one. Nothing’s happening.” As soon as the plane landed, I later learned, the bells of our Saint Alexander Nevsky Cathedral, in the center of town, began ringing long peals as a sign of welcome.


   ✱


  Since 1989, my intention had been to come back. Still, like everyone, I feared that the fall of the regime, run with an iron hand for more than thirty years by the first secretary of the Bulgarian Communist Party, Todor Zhivkov, would be followed by confrontation and settling of scores. Hatred had become exacerbated over years of oppression and it was hard not to imagine the worst. But the behavior of the population was exemplary, and by the grace of God, no blood was spilled. During the two large demonstrations in 1989, only a few people were hurt. The Zhivkov government collapsed at the same time as the Berlin Wall, like a house of cards. I thus took my time to mull things over. I felt it wasn’t right to jump on the first plane and put everyone in front of a fait accompli. I would be allowed no mistakes.


  In 1991, in this context, my sister and I decided that she would be the first member of the royal family to make a visit to our native country. We had talked about this possibility during our vacation in the summer of 1990, at Estoril in Portugal, where our mother had been living since 1963. As soon as I felt the conditions were favorable, I telephoned Maria Luisa in the United States, where she has lived for many years: “Sit down,” I said to her. “Would you like to go to Bulgaria for me in May?” I could feel her emotion at the other end of the line; then she yelped with joy. I wanted someone from the family to go, someone who spoke Bulgarian. My sister’s personality would do the rest, and I was certain that she would represent us in the best possible way. As it turned out, to make things difficult for her, the Bulgarian consulate in New York would give her a visa for only ten days. They must have referred the request to Sofia and were busy asking themselves lots of questions. Despite the change in power, I could see that the same old reaction of distrust toward us still prevailed.


  Her trip was a great success, even surprisingly so, and encouraging for what was to follow, despite the rumors spread that the trip had been canceled so as to dissuade Sofia residents from turning out. She told me how considerate people were to her, to the point of wanting to greet her on Eagles’ Bridge, at the entrance of the city, as a sign of honor. It is there that one waited for guests in the old days before awarding them the keys to the city and offering the customary salt and bread. Night had fallen. There had been a blackout, and rumor had it that the mayor at the time had done it on purpose. The atmosphere was apparently extraordinary. Afterward, Maria Luisa, accompanied by her husband Bronislaw Chrobok, traveled throughout the country, by car, by plane—sometimes an old Antonov—and by train as well: Plovdiv, Ruse, Vidin. Everywhere people came out to welcome her. On her return, she stopped to share her impressions in Madrid, where I was impatiently waiting to hear what she had to say. Above all, she wanted to give our mother an array of small gifts from the people she had met. My mother was very moved by this, for it was the first time she had received anything directly from Bulgaria. She had never forgotten her country of adoption, the country of the husband she adored. At her home in Portugal, she had re-created the atmosphere of a “little Bulgaria,” which always impressed her visitors.


  During my sister’s trip, people were often surprised that she “spoke Bulgarian well,” even though she was born in Bulgaria like me! These remarks had bothered her since they put her nationality into question. “You speak it rather well, too,” she liked to reply, especially to journalists.


  The people she spoke to were receptive, warm, considerate. From what she said, and what I experienced later, I understood that they were also expressing great gratitude to the memory of our parents, my father above all, since he had been very popular during the twenty-five years of his reign. This was reassuring. Yet while my mother approved of these initiatives, she maintained some mistrust. She could forget neither the way in which she had been treated after the coup d’état nor the violent deaths of some of those close to her.


  Later, she would be the one returning, at the end of the month of August in 1993, at the age of eighty-six. The excuse we found was for her to attend a religious celebration, at the invitation of Patriarch Maxim, primate of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church, in the very ancient monastery of Rila to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of my father’s death. This time the authorities were prepared and had decided that my mother would not have the right to give interviews. It is true that the large crowds that had turned out for my sister’s visit had put some people in a cold sweat.


  In Plovdiv, Mother went to the Catholic Church of Saint Louis to visit the tomb of my grandmother, Princess Maria Luisa of Bourbon-Parma, buried under a superb white marble statue. I had provided her with a minibus so that she could travel comfortably and better see the landscapes. She was so very happy. We had even arranged for a medical vehicle able to follow her everywhere, but it was fortunately never used.


  My mother was very forceful, stoic, and tough, like many women of her generation were, in view of all the suffering they had seen. She endeavored to control her emotions. It was the first time she had been back to Bulgaria since 1946. The “old queen” whom Bulgarians now met was only thirty-six at the time of the death of her husband. Let us not forget it. She was a young woman who had put all of her heart and soul into her role as queen, had learned Bulgarian—which is not easy—and had shown several times a heroic behavior during the war. In the plane that took her back to Portugal, I know she was thinking, “This is the last time that I will see Bulgaria.” She was right. She would never go back again.


  During those few days, she was only an elderly lady who wanted to put flowers on her husband’s tomb. That’s all. People understood the motivation, for every family can sympathize with it. Don’t we all have a grave to put flowers on somewhere? I think the dead are never far from the living, and so we should make a gesture in their direction.


 ✱


  From 1989 to 1996, I led seven years of discussions in Madrid, several hundreds of tête-à-tête meetings with diplomats informing me about the state of the country, especially those who had been posted to Bulgaria. Journalists and political analysts saw to it that I got audiotapes with their own analyses of the situation. I had suggested this means of communication for reasons of economy and time, as well as for confidentiality. I didn’t want Sofia to know about my thoughts, for I knew that in the past I had been subject to close surveillance. My office in Madrid had been “visited” several times, and later in Sofia I found out that large amounts of information had been collected and stored in my political file. The Bulgarian secret services were among the most efficient of the period. I was followed for decades, and the smallest details of my life and my family, even the most trivial ones, had been reported back.


  I wanted to feel the temperature myself; I’m not someone who hurries decisions too quickly, a hothead. You have to state your opinion at the right moment. The country was going through pronounced political instability: six governments had succeeded one another up to 1996, and the one that was in place, headed by Jean Videnov—“Jean” for Jean Jaurès and not “Ivan,” which would have been the usual transcription of his name—a former Communist elected democratically, was not pleased with the idea of seeing me land in Bulgaria. Long afterward, during my own term in office, I saw him in a meeting aimed at bringing all the ex-prime ministers together. There was even the one from the last Communist government. History plays some unexpected tricks on us: How could I possibly have imagined such a scene only ten years earlier?


  To support my return, a group of Bulgarians—“101 Intellectuals”—had signed an appeal in my favor. Even if I had not been formally forbidden to visit Bulgaria, they wanted to express their desire to see me come back by means of an invitation. They were by far not all monarchists but wanted Bulgaria to open itself to the outside world and to reconcile itself with its own past, with me as the catalyst.


  In the meantime, I had obtained a Bulgarian passport. The question of passports could be a chapter in itself, so important is the question for us royal families in exile, just like for any other exile who must constantly justify his identity. It is a rather unpleasant feeling to know that you depend on a simple piece of paper: if you lose it, you may not be able to get another one. This makes you vulnerable; it gives you a real feeling of personal insecurity: as a European citizen today, it is unthinkable to find yourself without an identity. I smile when I remember the thick passport of King Leka of Albania, one that he was the only person in the world to recognize.


  After the events of 1989, the first thing that I asked the new Bulgarian authorities was for this precious administrative document. I absolutely had to have it: it was a question of principle. In 1946, we had been given a document good for only three months. Then, in Egypt, we obtained a laissez-passer that was accepted at some borders. It was only in Spain that we benefited from temporary identity papers, until my mother, as daughter of King Victor Emmanuel III, was finally granted an Italian diplomatic passport. This type of passport was also kindly issued to my sister and me and bore the name of Count Rylski, the alias that my father had used to travel incognito, since our patronymic Saxe-Coburg Gotha was too well known. As for Grandpapa, King Ferdinand, he was called Count Murany when he traveled, a title that is Hungarian in origin. (I passed it onto my daughter Kalina, who has great admiration for “The Monarch,” as he is known in our family.) For the Bulgarian authorities, I therefore became Simeon Borissov Sakskoburggotski, in a single word, which is the transcription of my patronymic in Bulgarian. Of course, there was no question of inscribing my title of “king” anywhere, since I was sure it would never make it through the wheels of governmental bureaucracy. I regret to see that people in Bulgaria are afraid of using my title properly and call me “Mister Saxe-Coburg.” I am very proud of my family name and thus see nothing personal in this, but rather a subdued attack on the symbol that I incarnate and, in consequence, on the history of my country.1


  My children, too, were enrolled at the Lycée Français in Madrid under the name of Rylski, until one fine day when the king of Spain proposed Spanish nationality for them to me. I wanted them to belong to a place, to pay taxes in a country, and avoid being “little international princes” without roots. My fourth son, Konstantin, did his military service in Spain, in the Air Force. They thus became Sajonia-Coburgo Gotha, and people couldn’t understand why they had changed names. The youngest among them had to explain this “change of identity” at school to their schoolmates. Children are sensitive about this kind of detail, but they didn’t explain how they went about it to me.


  Throughout my exile, as public enemy number one for all those years of absence for some, I thought I had been deprived of my nationality, but not at all. For the Communist authorities of Sofia, I remained Bulgarian. This legal trick was a way for the political police to exercise authority over any Bulgarian national on foreign soil, even if the latter had acquired another nationality in the meantime. I was as proud as a peacock of my new Bulgarian passport. Royalists wanted my title “Simeon II,” or even “King Simeon,” to be printed on the document, but this seemed unrealistic and ill adapted to me.


  ✱


  All the years of uncertainty and waiting come back to me. They were not easy. I don’t know how else to summarize them other than to say that I neglected my family life in favor of my obligations. My five children needed me at the time, especially the youngest ones, and I know they suffered from it. For them, Bulgaria was an abstraction, a country that stole their father’s precious time, time he spent always in meetings, always seeing one visitor or another until late evening, as I can see in the pile of appointment books I kept from the period. I can hardly believe it. All that energy spent . . .


  But now it was my turn to go home, and one event swiftly followed another. My wife and I had been invited to visit Bulgaria until June 16, 1996, the date of my birthday. The three weeks were long and exhausting, but so comforting. With the help of our contacts, I had designed the pace of the trip, and especially the places we would go to and the visits we would schedule. After all those years of absence, I thought I could afford to take my time.


  As we got off the plane, the mayor of Sofia introduced himself, with a bouquet of flowers for Margarita. I took this gesture from the local authorities as encouraging, and even as a good omen. The airport employees cheered us. I was not only touched by these outbursts, which were spontaneous, but also pleasantly surprised, as I would be many times throughout the trip. You must never say die, never give up hope.


  In the reception area, where people were waiting, the scene was one of euphoria. As I came in, cheers rained down on me, and we stayed at least an hour with those who had turned out to greet us. The group of intellectuals who had advocated in favor of my return were also waiting, as well as several priests who burst into a brilliant Te Deum: “Long life” was what this ancient song from the Orthodox liturgy sang to me, and to which I was very attached. I guess the Sofia airport had never seen such a numerous, exuberant crowd. I am not head of the Church, but because I was anointed, I enjoy a special status. In fact, I am “King of the Bulgarians” and not “King of Bulgaria,” the formula having been borrowed from the kingdom of Belgium and from Louis Philippe, “King of the French,” one of my favorite ancestors; the queen is “of Bulgaria” because she was chosen by the king. I was not only moved but also overwhelmed. I remembered my father and wondered what he would have made of such an event. I could have fainted, but I stayed firmly on my feet, buoyed up by the joy of the crowd that had come to support me, to encourage me, simply to say “welcome home!” to me. The first moments are always tricky. I waved. What could I say? How should I react? I was the center of attention. Thereafter, the clergy came with me all along this memorable visit. We made a rather colorful crew, I must confess!


  A few days later, His Holiness Patriarch Maxim received me with great warmth in the presence of the members of the Holy Synod. The evening before we had come back from the monastery at Rila, where I had gone to pray by the tomb of my father King Boris, as my sister and my mother had done before me. After dinner, we spent the night at the monastery. But before then, I had asked the father-abbot to take me to the church so that I could light a candle and be alone to think of my father. When my bodyguard tried to come in with me, Abbot John pointed to the sky and said, “My boy, there is someone else inside protecting the king; you and I will wait for him outside.” The fact of being received by the patriarch so early in in the visit was a very intense moment for me, both as a member of the Orthodox Church and as a Bulgarian. Even if I had seen many men of the cloth during my life, this meeting meant the return to normal. Not long after, in Sofia, in the vast Boyana Park, next to a beautiful tenth-century chapel covered in frescos, I was able to bow before the tomb of Queen Eleonore, the second wife of my grandfather, born Princess Reuss-Köstritz. My father was very fond of his stepmother. Her body had been exhumed, as had my father’s, by the Communist authorities in the 1950s. A committee had subsequently taken the initiative to restore her tomb where it belonged. Numerous photos taken in the 1930s showed how her tomb had been renovated so that people could go there to pray. She had been the first queen of the “Third Kingdom,” the name used for the period of Bulgarian history from the Liberation of 1878 until the fall of the monarchy in 1946.2 When my grandmother, Maria Luisa of Bourbon-Parma, died, Bulgaria was still only an autonomous principality under Ottoman sovereignty. Queen Eleonore was for my father a true mother, giving him and his siblings the love that was lacking elsewhere, my grandfather always having maintained a certain distance from his four children. This courageous woman gave a lot to Bulgaria—a country she loved—working for numerous charities and always visiting the wounded, both from the Balkan Wars and from the First World War. My father spoke of his stepmother with great tenderness. She had been a nurse during the war between Japan and Russia and thought only of doing good for those around her. She spared no effort as a wife, her role as queen and “governess,” according to the not very flattering term used by “The Monarch,” her husband King Ferdinand. The marriage had been arranged by Grand Duchess Wladimir, née Princess of Mecklenburg, known in Paris for the magnificence of her jewels. It was only fair that I should restore her tomb in the place she herself had chosen for her burial. She still doesn’t have a street named after her—as is the custom in other countries—and this seems quite unfair to me.


  Indeed, I noticed that no Bulgarian sovereign from the sixth century on has his grave intact, with the exception of Prince Alexander of Battenberg’s. I believe that we need to reflect on the meaning of this curious fact, one that I can’t help but worry for my own future, should I in turn wish to be buried in Bulgaria.


  But let us get back to my welcome. The clergy wanted to signal the importance of the “moral authority”—using the words of the spokesman of the Patriarchate—I could represent during the country’s transition process. The Church holds an important place in our country. It served as a refuge for numerous families during the difficult years of the Communist regime. The evening before my departure I went to mass in the presence of Patriarch Maxim and Patriarch Paul of Serbia, there on an official visit. During the liturgy I recited the credo, symbol of Nicaea, a founding text for all Christian churches. This is a prerogative of the king, and I received the blessing from the two men, for whom I have a profound respect. Both of them belonged to the generation that lived through the war and died at over ninety years old, leaving a strong spiritual legacy. They had endured the same dangers as their fellow countrymen, yet maintaining intact the Orthodox tradition.


  ✱


  From the airport to the city, on this memorable May 25, 1996, we trav eled through huge crowds. I remember the horizon packed with people. Although the distance is barely ten kilometers, our convoy took more than two hours to get to the center of town. In a typically “old school” attitude, the chauffeur had received instructions to drive us as quickly as possible to the Town Hall, to prevent me from being acclaimed by the crowd. They were afraid that I would linger with my sympathizers. I had to ask the security officer to kindly slow down so that I could greet them through the window, surely the least I could do. Those in charge of security even tried to insist on a different itinerary from the one planned. I refused: “Listen, I haven’t been here for fifty years. The car is very comfortable; my wife and I can sleep here, but I insist that we take the route that was announced!” They understood.


  There was already a large multitude along Constantinople Road, as the wide avenue that leads to the center of Sofia is called. Everyone was conscious that something important was happening. The spokesperson for the authorities, obviously not favorable to us, stated afterward that there were “only” five hundred thousand people. But five hundred thousand people represented half of the population of our capital. This turnout was not so bad for an exile. The prime minister, Jean Videnov, was at that moment on an official visit to Vietnam. There were some spiteful jokes about him in the press. The day after my departure, a cartoon showed him at the door of the plane that brought him back saying, “So, is he really gone?”


  In the middle of the human crowds, the police intervened several times to open way for us, and even had to ask for reinforcements. Visibly, everyone was unable to cope, but I never felt in the least danger. On the contrary, I felt very well indeed. The public cheered “Si-me-on, Si-me-on,” “We want our king, Iskamesi tsaria,” and “Simeon, he’s our strength, our future.” As security did not want me to open the car’s sunroof, I got out of the car twice to use a microphone to thank people, and especially to ask them to allow us to move forward. It was a crazy scene: people were hanging from trees and off buses, which were at a standstill for the occasion, there were flags everywhere, and roses poured from every direction.


  My wife thought I was out of my mind as I gave a running commentary about the route we would follow: “At such-and-such a crossroads, we’ll take a right, then continue straight.” “But how on earth do you know that?” she asked. Well, nothing had changed. Half a century later, and the town center had not been modified. I recognized the same buildings, the same avenues, the same parks. I remember the streets we took to go to the town hall when I was nine. All the memories came back little by little. The main street, the décor—everything was unchanged. The Communist period had frozen everything in time. What I realized later was that minds had also suffered from this “Ice Age,” and there it was no longer a case of urban planning or architecture. Two generations had been exposed to brain wash by the regime. Among people we still knew—the children of those who had been shot after the Soviet coup d’état in 1944—there were those who had been discriminated against in the “new” Bulgaria. Life had played them a dirty trick, and I could not help but feel responsible. They were paying for the loyalty of their parents.


  In that car, I was happy. The trip could have lasted for hours. But I was also frustrated because I couldn’t reciprocate as I’d have liked to all the smiles and all the excited faces. I would have liked to understand better what was going on in their heads. Who was I really for them?


  There was not a single moment when I thought an incident might take place, as some people might suppose. If there was going to be an assassination attempt, it would take place on foreign soil, not here in front of everyone. The crowd would have been unmanageable. We then passed near Alexander Nevsky; the bells were still ringing, and it was impressive. The sound of the great bell reached my ears, reminding me of the terrible day of my father’s death in August 1943, the knelling of the bell whose sound is so characteristic that one can neither confuse it with another nor ever forget it. Until then, I had been a happy little prince, like in a fairy tale. I came of age at six, becoming king from one day to the next. My childhood had just ended. That is why I consider that I have lived twelve years more than my real age. I truly believe it. Even if my mother did everything she could to protect me, I was confronted with important responsibilities very early on.


  The mayor of Sofia, Stefan Sofiyanski, a member of the Union of Free Democrats—an anti-Communist movement, in other words—received us, and I spent a long time waving at my fellow citizens from the little balcony on the second floor of the municipal building, a former out-building of the Royal Palace that lodged the famous Intendance. Everyone continued to cheer my name. I remember seeing crowd two Italian flags in the crowd with the Savoy coat of arms, certainly in tribute to my ancestors, one of which was carried by Camillo Zuccoli, who since then has become ambassador of the Order of Malta in Bulgaria. Even after the reception, the enthusiasm and intensity were such that I still couldn’t believe it; people in the crowd wanted to carry me on their shoulders. We headed to the Hotel Intercontinental in the city heights. All I wanted was to find myself a bit of solitude, to digest such a demonstration of support. I wanted to talk about it with my wife, to hear her point of view. I was led to our room.


  Down a long hallway; then the door opened and we set down our bags, and there I had my second shock after the one when we had landed: the shape of Mount Vitosha that dominates the plain of Sofia. I remembered it as if it were yesterday. The sight carried me back to a past that I had carefully buried under the years. Moved. Surprised. Touched. I was exhausted.


  Footnotes


  1. To underline this fact, and fight against the negation of history, I merely wish to remind people that banknotes and postal stamps with my portrait were printed beginning in 1943.


  2. The “First Kingdom” dates from the seventh century until the Byzantine conquest in 1018, whereas the “Second Kingdom” lasted from 1186 to 1396, the beginning of the Ottoman period.



  

  CHAPTER TWO


  A Time for Homecoming


  IN THE DAYS THAT FOLLOWED MY ARRIVAL, MEETINGS AND TOURS PILED up. While the essentials of the program had been organized with Margarita’s and my agreement, I also liked letting myself be carried along by chance. I didn’t want everything to go by in a whirl, since I didn’t know at the time whether I would even be able to move back to Bulgaria one day. For the first time in ages, I allowed myself the right to enjoy a certain freedom. A rare feeling, I must admit, and one that did not last.


  I had insisted on receiving alumni of the Military Academy the next day, those who had been the last to graduate under the monarchy. I wanted to meet with them before I met anyone else: it was important for me—a symbol, a form of gratitude that I owed them. Some had tears in their eyes, others had confidences to share, still others proudly wore their medals with the royal crown. Their representative, Officer Bankovski, solemnly presented me with his aide-de-camp saber, today exhibited with many other objects in our family museum in Vrana near where I live. Several of them had known my father and remembered him well, speaking of him with emotion. All were very elderly, since the last class to graduate was that of 1946.


  Facing me were men who had come through the last half century with all of its turbulence: men who, after our departure and the hardening of the regime, were subjected to the opprobrium reserved for those “implicated” in the old regime—that is to say, that of my parents and myself. In the jargon of propaganda, the reigns of my father and my grandfather were referred to using the astonishing term “monarcho-fascism.” Even now, I am still trying to understand the philosophical significance of such a gross misinterpretation, even if it was constantly repeated at the time and, alas, used again up until today by certain political commentators who wish to prove their point to me. If there is one truth I am convinced of, it is that the political system at the time of the monarchy had absolutely nothing in common with the totalitarian vision of society that came after us.


  At the time, the young men who graduated from the Military Academy did not engage in politics since they were forbidden to do so. Since 1878, year of the Liberation of Bulgaria, officers constituted an elite. They were well educated and patriotic, and they often spoke foreign languages, having trained abroad, in France, Germany or Russia. They had chosen a military career to serve their country, and that was all there was to it. To condemn them in this way is a terrible injustice, as it is for many intellectuals, teachers and university professors. I tried to compensate for these sufferings to the extent I could, to heal the wounds of the past, with no thoughts of revenge. During the difficult period of the Second World War, when Bulgaria was coming under the joint pressure of Germany and the Soviet Union, the behavior of these men was exemplary. They had suffered terribly defending our borders. Even if it wasn’t possible to make up for the decades of emptiness and abandonment, I felt that at that particular moment I had a role to play in that direction. A moral role, that of a stabilizer, showing the way to reconciliation and of memory at peace. History had already judged in a way those in government since 1944, and even if they have not been sentenced for their countless crimes, I did not intend to stir up grievances.


  Still, in Sofia, and in the same spirit, I asked to meet the descendants of people who had worked at the palace. Their parents had certainly been shot during the early days of the coup d’état. Some of them were my age, and we shared childhood memories. About one hundred of them came to see me that day. Among them were the sons, daughters and sometimes even widows of those who had been executed at the same time as my Uncle Kyril, the regent. As I heard each of their names, I would see again the face of their relatives, individuals I had rubbed shoulders with at our house in Vrana, near Sofia, or at the Royal Palace in the city center. I tried to say something different to each of them, but it was not easy. Sometimes the emotion was so intense the words would not come. We would look at each other, and that was enough.


  These people had suffered because of “us.” I could not be indifferent. The idea of sacrifice has become obsolete in our time, but these people had been prosecuted for a single, unique reason: their loyalty, or what used to be called a sense of honor. The “people’s” trials had been expeditious, sometimes even nonexistent. Why bother with procedure when the verdict is made in advance? Can we even talk about justice in these circumstances? I am sensitive to the weight of words, and I don’t like their misuse. Long after, senior party members bragged about participating in these murders. This was not justice meted out because of “social class,” for the victims belonged to all levels of society, but indiscriminate, unforgivable crimes. I recognized the names of each one of them, for my mother had never stopped talking about them during our years in exile. The night after these meetings, I couldn’t sleep. I was unable to relax and rest, even if I was only a child at the time of those sufferings.


  I could have tried to forget everything, to pretend as if that life had not been my own. Yet I saw myself almost reincarnated in their faces, like ghosts unexpectedly coming out of the past. Neither they nor I ever imagined that we would see each other again. They were emerging from a long period of darkness, and I did not dare inquire too closely what had happened to them since the war, lest I remind them of their suffering, of lives ruined by those decades.


  Each year since 1945, on February 1, the day of the executions, my mother had a requiem mass said in their honor, wherever we found ourselves. I attended it, whether in Estoril or Madrid. She had the priest read out the list of names of those who had been closest to my father. This mass was one of the rituals to which she was very attached, as was August 28, the day we commemorated the death of my father. These events marked the years of my youth, then those of my life as an adult. My mother felt in her heart the horror of those days. In our yearly litany, we mentioned only the names of those who were present at the palace and with whom we came into contact on a daily basis. I hope that those absent will forgive me. There were so many victims, it would not be possible to name each one of them.


  Their descendants for the most part stayed in Bulgaria. They really had no other choice, enduring the fact of being the sons and daughters of those outlawed, an unbearable social sentence. The new system would not hold any consideration for them. Many were monarchists. But in the face of my necessarily conciliatory attitude with the ex-Communists, some gradually turned away from me: “We have nothing to do with your brother,” some people annoyingly told my sister. This was tough to hear. They were disappointed that I wasn’t settling scores more clearly with the “Reds.” I can’t hold it against them. The atmosphere was very anti-Communist in the 1990s, and you had to choose sides.


  With hindsight, I understand their reaction. But given my position, I couldn’t do otherwise. My role was not to despise part of the population, even if they themselves had not hesitated in doing so. I have carefully kept all my life the list of victims, some two hundred people executed in February 1945.


  When I think of it, I remember a quote displayed in the military museum in Toledo under a painting representing the summary executions during the Civil War: “Spaniards, forgive, but do not forget!”


  ✱


  Repression was very severe during the months that followed the Soviet invasion and the seizing of power by the Bulgarian Communists in September 1944. Hundreds of people were assassinated, even priests by their altars, and thousands of people kidnapped, never to reappear. Near Samokov, for example, from the top of a rock cliff that I sometimes pass on my mountain walks, the mayor—a lawyer friend of my father—and other senior officials from the area were pushed into space the day after the coup d’état, with no trial whatsoever. Violence in its purest state. Unfortunately, in such chaotic moments, vendettas and the settling of accounts were fearsome. Human nature brings out its worst in such moments. Unleashed, the animal in us reveals itself. These tragedies made a huge impact on me and to this day explain why I hate and condemn violence so deeply.


  What displeases me as well the bias found nowadays when providing a view on past events. The dead were not of a single political end. As far as Bulgaria is concerned, there were those who disappeared, and there were the people’s courts. The number of executions was appalling. Numbers were published, but there are still discussions among historians as to their accuracy. When they are corrected, they always increase—never decrease. In the three years of terror, from 1944 to 1947, there were several tens of thousands of individuals who were shot by firing squads. They didn’t hesitate to shoot my uncle even though he had assumed political responsibilities quite late, when he became one of the regents in 1943, after the death of my father. This is Marxism too, with the example of what it had already accomplished in Russia in the course of the Bolshevik Revolution. Only the naïve could have been surprised.


  I have never understood this attitude. The methods have stayed the same since the Cheka and the pre-war Stalinist purges. It shouldn’t be forgotten that not a single culprit was ever judged for these mass crimes. There was no Nuremberg for Communism. It is for this reason that Eastern countries have an amputated memory: Poland, the Baltic states, even Ukraine with its millions of victims from the 1932 famine . . . the suffering that our people endured—some passing directly from Nazism to Stalinism—has no equivalent in Western Europe. During the Cold War, the West did not know—or wish to know—about this suffering, or even recognize the price paid by populations to the most outrageous totalitarianisms. I think again of the Poles, who paid such a heavy price during the Second World War. We need only think of the Katyn massacre, in the spring of 1940: 22,000 officers, soldiers, students and professors, each with a bullet in the back of the neck, shot by NKVD henchmen! I also think of Alexander Solzhenitsyn, condemned in 1945 for “counter-revolutionary” activities, whose testimony on his life in the gulags I had read. At the same time, I couldn’t help but think of my fellow countrymen who were subjected to a similar experience in Bulgaria, to the total indifference of the West. Silence is sometimes more painful than pain itself. I felt so powerless not to be able to do anything, I was enraged. But what could I do from my distant exile, except to constantly repeat the need for law and justice? I had testimony, firsthand sources in the form of Bulgarians who managed to flee and whom I would visit in refugee camps in Germany, Greece and Italy. But no one wanted to hear us. Vox clamantis in deserto: “A voice crying in the desert,” that of Saint John the Baptist.


  For little Bulgaria alone, historians count more than 130,000 victims. This is an enormous proportion for a country whose total population was estimated at seven million—equivalent to approximately one million victims for a population like that of France at the same time. Imagine the magnitude of such slaughter.


  The archives of our countries are beginning to shed some light on these taboo subjects. How many people outside the countries under these regimes protected them? This needs to be talked about, too. I remember reading in the mid-1950s an article signed by Jean-Paul Sartre published in Les Temps modernes, in which he shamelessly affirmed, “The truth is that even the experience of a fact such as the horror of concentration camps does not determine policies.” This was his way of trying to avoid condemning the Soviet Union at a time when the hell that hundreds of thousands of deported prisoners were experiencing in the gulags was already known. At this period, Soviet camps had been in existence almost thirty years. How could anyone state with any dignity that they didn’t know? How can this be excused for political reasons? I still cannot understand how such bias could be tolerated by reputedly intelligent minds.


  ✱


  During these first days in Sofia, I saw one of our chauffeurs again, dear Sava, who had lived through the dark years. Of medium height, he had an ascetic face that made me think—I don’t know why—of Ignatius of Loyola. How emotional when we met again! We fell into each other’s arms. After my return, he came to see us regularly, with his granddaughter who helped him get around. He remembered all of the time we spent together, of the hours on the road to Tsarska or to the Rila Monastery, in the mountains. Despite the years, I was still the child-king for him. We were still in the period of the black and white photos I looked at over the years in our family albums, thinking of Bulgaria. He died not long after the arrival of the year 2000, over ninety years old. I was very fond of him.


  In general, people who had worked at the palace were deemed “fascists,” locked up or put under house arrest in the provinces. I can still picture the decorator-upholsterer—who was one of them—who my sister and I thought was wonderful because he could move from one draped window to another, never getting down from the ladder, which he moved like stilts. My aide-de-camp, Colonel Bardarov, was immediately deported and then allowed to work in a workshop making dolls. This was also the case for Simeon Groueff, older brother of Stephane Groueff, author of Crown of Thorns, a very beautiful book dedicated to the story of my father.1 Their father had been shot in 1945 with the others since he was the head of the chancellery for King Boris. He was of a very gentle character, and I remember him well. Years later, in the Tintin comic King Ottokar’s Scepter, I thought I recognized him in the role of the Chamberlain, with his square, beautifully trimmed and cared-for beard—a detail even more amusing when you know that Hergé apparently revealed to Albert, king of the Belgians, that Borduria was in reality Bulgaria! We have always been very close to the Groueff family. Stephane, who worked for twenty years for Paris Match, had left Bulgaria long before, and he came regularly to visit our mother in Portugal. But his older brother, Simeon, did not leave the country and was imprisoned and given a very rough time. Simeon traveled to Plovdiv to visit me. I remember the date: June 10, 1996. The man I saw coming toward me was so dried up and thin that I did not recognize him at first. Throughout our meeting, he couldn’t stop crying. I remembered our childhood: even though he was older than I was, he used to come to the palace with his parents. “My world was here,” he told me. “If everyone had left, there would have been no one to think differently.” He was convinced that he had made the right decision—a position that did not lack panache despite all the sacrifices and was more than moving.


  I could go on forever with examples, but I don’t want to make the story of our homecoming, which was above all a happy time for us, too grim. However, I do want the truth to be told and want us at last to talk about this difficult period. My compatriots must learn what happened, the younger generation especially. In Sofia, in the main cemetery, I went to the stele dedicated to those shot on February 1, 1945, to meditate. I felt so terrible I have never been able to go back. One of my last prime ministers, for example, Ivan Bagrianov, was killed on that dreadful day. I remember the first time I received him, when I was only eight years old. On my first trip back, I met his son in Shumen.2 He looked so much like his father that I recognized him immediately.


  After September 1944, my mother and I received representatives of the new government at the palace at Vrana or at Tsarska, and I still remember the celebrated Kimon Georgiev, who had been involved in a plot against my father in May 1934. He found himself at the forefront of the Communist coup d’état of September 9, after which he became the last prime minister of the Kingdom of Bulgaria. A very intelligent man, he was one of those people who acted opportunistically rather than by real political convictions. The kind of person who turns up in revolutions and always know how to get the best for himself out of any situation. Just before our exile, it was he who handed over to my mother the list drawn up by the new regime of our private properties. The list used by the Constitutional Court in 1998 as a basis for the restitution of our family estates—but that is another subject, and one that I will save for later.


  ✱


  After these emotional moments, I wanted to explore the city a little, even if it was difficult to free myself from the program we had planned. Sofia for me was a springtime city, with its well-planned streets, and numerous squares and avenues. I could still smell the fragrance of the chestnut trees in the palace gardens on the rare occasions when I had accompanied my father there. These gardens no longer exist. In our childhood, my sister and I most often stayed at the residence in Vrana in the middle of a huge garden, a dozen or so kilometers from the town center. Today, I live there again, in this construction of composite styles, the creation of King Ferdinand. The presence of nature reassures me. I feel good there.


  I have always found Sofia a pleasant city, one whose architecture somehow calls to mind a mixture of the styles of Vienna and Paris, a capital of uncommon charm, a city in Western Europe assembling a mosaic of different communities. A city above all that has succeeded in retaining its human scale. There was no massive destruction here, contrary to Bucharest: there, one fifth of the historic city was bulldozed to make way for the construction of President Ceausescu’s palace.


  I wanted to visit the schools, but the government prevented us from doing so. I don’t know what they were afraid of. I had no bad intentions. I was awarded a honoris causa doctorate from the College of Sports in the presence of numerous students. I visited Saint Anne’s Hospital with the interns for an unbelievable reception, a little bit in honor of my son Kubrat, who became a surgeon. Professor Alexander Chirkov welcomed me before the overflowing, enthusiastic audience: “Your Majesty, you are the only person capable of restoring social and political harmony, as well as hope, to Bulgaria.” The political message was clear.


  Lifted off my feet in an enormous crush of people at Saint Clement University, I thought my last hour had come. Foreign journalists were present, among them Stéphane Bern, who had covered the returns of my mother and sister for Le Figaro, and Ramón Pérez-Maura. The latter used the trip to Bulgaria to write his beautiful book, El Rey posible (The Possible King). On the cover, you see me on the first day of my return, my arms wide open, greeting the crowd from the balcony of the municipal headquarters in Sofia. I also remember that a German filmmaker accompanied us, planning to make a documentary film. The Spanish ambassador, Jorge Fuentes, had received instructions from the king to not let me out of his sight, the idea being that the presence of a foreign diplomat at my side would guarantee my freedom of movement. In Europe, the media gave my return massive coverage, as they had that of King Michael of Romania in 1992. Television cameras followed us everywhere, by car, by train, on foot. In Bulgaria, I was the headline story on the evening news. Everything I saw, did, or said needed to be known. Rare media coverage, and I’m not complaining.


  In every corner of the country, the welcome was as exuberant and warm as the first days in Sofia. I understood rather quickly that my life was once again going to change. I felt that, almost at age sixty, my previous life was finished even though I hadn’t yet decided to move back to Bulgaria, or even to get involved in politics. Quite simply, I wanted to see my country again. It was only later, in the years that followed that first trip, that I tried to get people used to my presence, as I had been advised to do by my uncle, Archduke Otto of Austria, known in politics as Dr. Otto von Habsburg, for whom I have always had great admiration: “Simeon, go in and come out.” He was right. That’s what I did, right up until my election. I went back four times for short, sporadic trips. In 1979, when he was elected to the European Parliament in the first elections held with direct universal suffrage, I sent him a congratulatory telegram. He answered immediately, saying that henceforth “my” Bulgaria—implying the free Bulgaria that I incarnated—would always have at least one vote in its favor in the assembly in Strasbourg. I was very touched by his support.


  My trip continued with a new stopover point each day: “If I am able to experience these exceptional days, that means that Bulgaria is moving toward democracy,” I declared during my first press conference in Sofia. There was no question of my saying anything more for the moment. I did not want to deliver a message that was too political. In each city, the crowds were there, thanks to the rumors that preceded us—a promising sign. People wanted to “see” the king. We had not expected this kind of reaction, a beautiful big surprise that did many people a lot of good. People were transformed; they followed the queen and me everywhere at each stop we made.


  Over the following days, we crossed the region of Yambol, near the Toundja River, southeast of Sofia, in Thrace, a region known for the quality of its wines. Then to Stara Zagora, a city that, given its location, could have been our administrative capital. We visited a stud farm and a horse museum, in which I recognized numerous objects from the palace of my childhood. Should I claim them as my property? I thought not. Again, in the Museum of the City of Sofia, a few years later, I noticed the beautiful carriage facings that King Ferdinand had imported especially from France to embellish the royal barouche, as well as the desk that Queen Victoria had given him.


  In Stara Zagora, a representative of the district turned out to wait for us, wishing us a good trip with great warmth. He was one of those royalists-at-heart who held it against me that I did not settle accounts with the Communists. There are many like him. Even if I understand their suffering, I can’t help it—my humane principles prevent me from considering each former “Red” a criminal. I cannot do it. I am not easily manipulated. And even some politicians, having noisily declared themselves in favor of me, imagined that I would only play the role of a figurehead and were in fact only attempting to peacefully carry on with their backhanded little schemes.


  I asked that we go by way of the pass at Shipka, perched at an altitude of more than one thousand five hundred meters, facing a superb panorama. It was there, during the summer of 1877, that four decisive battles led to our liberation from the Ottoman yoke. Russian troops, of several army corps composed of Finnish and Belarussians, backed by Romanian troops and battalions of Bulgarian ones, had crossed the Danube to carve out a route in the Balkans and topple the Turkish command. The battle was appalling, one of trenches and artillery in mountainous terrain. Cannons were fired by hand among the drifts of snow. In summer, the soldiers died from thirst and heat. The Russo-Turkish conflict ended the following year, in 1878, with the Treaty of San Stefano, a town near Istanbul, where the independence of the Principality of
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