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They, who keep no coin on their bosom, let them have honey upon their lips.

On sweet stories does the soul delight and the heart does feast.

The mirror reflects one’s face, but their stories reflect their heart.

Bulgarian proverbs
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INTRODUCTION

The oral tradition ‘is not burnt by fire, it isn’t drowned by water, it isn’t stopped by law’. These are the words of folk singer Rada Balyova, who lived in the village of Zverino, Vratsa. In Bulgarian culture, folk songs and stories have been passed from mouth to ear, from heart to heart and preserved for thousands of years. Folk tales do not belong to an individual; they belong to a culture. They have been collectively made over generations whilst harvesting fields and making fires, whilst braiding hair and kneading dough.

Traditional stories speak of the ways to live, love and finally leave this world. They hold the plants and animals sacred to that culture, they have apotropaic motifs hidden in plain sight to protect; they advise on how to look after the land, how to marry well, how to survive a violent husband, what guiding values we should follow. Bulgarian stories have survived through the enforcement of Christianity in the ninth century, through the hardship of 500 years of Ottoman occupation, through Balkan and world wars, and through the brutality of the communist regime. The various ethnic groups living in the country have enriched its folklore and traditions. Like many folk traditions, these stories have been passed on, usually from grandparent to grandchild, orally, until some of them were finally written down.

Being Bulgarian-born and a native speaker, I have tried to collect stories from Bulgarian villages, visiting dwellings in north-western Bulgaria (where my maternal line is from), but the answer was usually the same: ‘There lived an old baba who knew many stories, but she died.’ However, in the absence of traditional tales, I found people’s life narratives.

I went looking for stories and came away with spinning, as Baba Petkana gave me her old spindle. And so, I started spinning the wool that used to belong to my grandmother, carded and unused, still preserved in my aunt’s basement. I learnt how to weave on an old hand-made loom, through the expert tutelage of Anguel, who inherited the craft from his mother and grandmother, and for a morning I wove part of a wide woollen belt (poyas), which will be used for a bagpipe player called Ivan, somewhere in the Rhodope mountains.

I went pasturing goats and sheep with gregarious Asen, who learnt shepherding from his grandfather, and who knew the local gossip for miles. I walked with Irina, the 80-year-old toothless cow herder who lived like a hermit with no phone or electricity in an unfinished house, and only ate cow’s milk and foraged plants. Strong as an ox, she had not visited a doctor in decades. When I asked her to take me out the first year, she told me to come back the following spring, and so I did. The only way to find her was to turn up to her doorstep early morning or late evening or find her in the hills with her cows.

The old women of the villages used to tell stories and sing songs whilst doing the most ordinary of things – baking bread, spinning wool, milking goats and gathering herbs. Yet the most ordinary of things are usually the most sacred ones. This is how stories have survived for so long.

In this book, you will find carefully hand-picked tales that represent the folk culture of Bulgaria, the deep relationship with nature, going back thousands of years. These, like all traditional tales, have been shaped by the people of the culture to which they belong, over millennia. It is with great reverence and humility that I approach and work with these stories, and I ask that you do the same.

The stories in this book have not been sanitised. They speak of hardship, violence, unfairness, poverty, illness and death. They speak of the misfortunes that have presented themselves to people with each generation, and these misfortunes are no different for us. The plants in these stories are sacred to the people. The animals and trees in these stories carry their own rich mythology, as do the clouds, the sun, the rainbow, the moon and the stars.

Stories belong on the tongue. It is natural that oral stories shift and evolve slightly each time that they are told, adapting to the circumstances, the context and the audience, with the essence of the story remaining the same. When stories are written down, they can become stuck in a paper time capsule, and yet this process also preserves them. Where books are burned and banned, the oral word is whispered. And yet, books form bridges between generations of storytellers. If it wasn’t for the books, these folk tales would likely have died out. I could not have brought you this collection of stories without the dedication of those who wrote them, for which I am grateful.

These stories have passed through my heart and my lips. I have translated them myself, changing their tongue from their native Bulgarian to English; and whilst something of a story dies when its native language is changed, I have done my best to ensure that their soul, their breath, their anima, remains intact. Now, they once again land on the page. A story written down is akin to a photograph of a person. It is a frame capturing one moment in that story’s lifetime, in the same way that a photo captures one moment in a person’s life. It is not the whole life of a person. A written down tale does not capture the full life of that story, only a moment. A story becomes fully alive when told by a person who treasures it, understands it, and deeply knows the culture it comes from. A story is told so that it can be heard. Every time I tell, I imagine that amongst those listening are the old storytellers, the old grandmothers, who used to tell this tale for hundreds of years before me. They probably do listen, as stories weave worlds together.

I was 10 when I left Bulgaria. It was seven years after the fall of communism. A time during the restitution of property, previously forcibly confiscated from people of my grandparents’ and great-grandparents’ generation. A time when the mafia came, and when the Mutri took anything they wanted at gunpoint. A time when, for my birthday, I wanted a trendy top with western writing on it, which rose from 20 levs to 20,000 levs overnight. We left Bulgaria later that year, carrying everything that was important in two large suitcases. My parents left familiarity, community and belonging – to find hope, a better life, and a future for their children. We migrated alongside 3 million other Bulgarians. We became a part of the Bulgarian diaspora, and left behind one of the fastest-shrinking countries in the world.

A journey across a border is always made with a heavy heart. Compared to many, we were lucky. Our country was not torn by war, my father was an academic, with a university contract, my mother could speak three fluent languages, our skin was white. And yet, being a foreigner is not for the faint-hearted. There is a cost to belonging in two places at once – you don’t belong in either. And so, in order to be more ‘English’, I uprooted everything Bulgarian I had. Like a garden being weeded of its wildflowers. It was not until I went to study the craft of storytelling that I realised what I had uprooted. Through the craft of stories, I began to regain what I once lost. I retaught myself how to read Bulgarian, how to speak more fluently, and through that I allowed myself to rediscover the tales from my childhood. Sometimes we can only truly appreciate the beauty and preciousness of something when we no longer hold it close.

I write this book when the new generations are throwing away the home-woven blankets from the hands of their grandmothers. When there are hardly any potters left to make the traditional stoneware that I eat my meals from. When at graduations, the traditional folk wear is replaced by cheerleader costumes. When the stories of the culture are rarely told. The embers are still hot though, and a few of us stoke the fires.

I have kept all stories true to the folklore of my native lands. These stories carry my voice as the storyteller, but the plots have not been changed. There is only one tale that I have altered significantly, belonging to a genre sometimes called ‘anti-feminist’ stories, but I prefer to call them misogynistic – as this is what they are. The ‘Spoilt Daughter’ is a popular story, told with laughter, and learnt at school. I have not altered the plot, nor have I taken out the violence and monstrosities that the story speaks of, as that would minimise and diminish the hardship that women still go through. I have, however, inserted the woman’s voice and point of view in the story, as that was fully missing.

The folk tales in this book are divided into seasons. For some stories, it is because they speak of a particular season, for others it is because it is not appropriate for them to be told outside of certain dates. Bulgaria is a fusion of ancestors – mainly Slavs, Thracians and Proto-Bulgars – and these ancestors and their cultures can still be seen in our stories. There are ritualistic stories and songs, told and sung on particular events. There are songs sung during the ritual prayers for rain to the old Slavic god of thunder, Perun; there are rituals and stories told on Babinden, the day of the midwife, in February. There are stories told during the Rusalka week (the week of the mermaid) when the Rusalii men dance for the return of health. There are certain songs sung when the bride is getting her hair braided, other songs sung when she is getting married. There are stories told specifically on 1 March on Baba Marta, a tribute to the Great Mother Goddess, others at the Summer Solstice, worshiping the ancient Thracian cult of the Sun, yet others are told during the ‘Dirty Days’ between the Winter Solstice and the New Year, to caution against vampires. This is done in respect to the old beliefs of the ancestors and of the spirits, which in Bulgarian culture are very much alive.

It is from a land of much history, mythology and ritual that I bring these stories to you. For me these stories are alive, and truly precious; through respecting our stories, we respect our ancestors. I hope you enjoy these Bulgarian folk tales. May they bring you solace, laughter, healing, inspiration and hope.
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A NOTE ON THE LANGUAGE IN THIS BOOK

Where appropriate to the meaning of the story, I have left the Bulgarian words in italics (written in the Latin alphabet) within the tales themselves, and have explained them in the introduction. The terms little mother and little father, called baba and diado in Bulgarian, mean grandmother and grandfather. As a sign of respect, all older people in Bulgaria are called baba and diado, whether they are blood relatives or not. These words do not have direct translations in English aside from grandmother and grandfather, and use of grandmother/father can lead to confusion with the plot. At times I have borrowed the term ‘little mother’ and ‘little father’ from Armenian, Russian and Jewish folk tales. At other times, I have left the original words in. The words tsar and tsaritsa mean king and queen respectively, which feature in several stories.

I have offered an explanation for any unknown terms, mythological beings or cultural specificities either in the introduction or within the story itself.





SPRING

The first day of March is when the winter is conquered with the arrival of Baba Marta (Grandmother March), who marks the arrival of spring. The following months promise sunshine, the return of storks, cuckoos, swallows and snakes, as well as songs, dancing and fertility rites. Spring invites the Samodivi from their dwelling at the end of the world, to the world of humans. As spring marks the blossoming of life, it too marks the blossoming into adulthood. Here you will find stories about the beginning of life, as well as stories that mark the rite of passage of girls and boys into adulthood.
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BABA MARTA

March is the only calendar month personified as a woman, and known as Grandmother March, or Baba Marta. She signifies new beginnings and the people have always strived to make her laugh and keep her happy – for then, the weather smiles too. Baba Marta is likely a remnant of the Mother Goddess of ‘Old Europe’ (a term coined by the Lithuanian archaeologist and anthropologist Marija Gimbutas), revered in Bulgaria and other Balkan countries some 8,000 years ago. The inconsistent temperament of Baba Marta likely mirrors that of the ‘Great Goddess of Life’, who was generous, governing the fecundity of wild nature, as well as fierce and savage, destroying crops and bringing death.

On 1 March, people young and old across the whole of Bulgaria don red and white woollen amulets called Martenitsi (plural; Martenitsa, singular) to honour Baba Marta (similar practices exist in North Macedonia, Romania, Albania, Greece and Turkey). The red and white colours are likely linked to fertility and the Mother Goddess, red representing the female, white representing the male. Sometimes the Martenitsa is made from a white male figure called Pizho, and a female red figure called Penda.

The Martenitsi are worn on clothes and wrists as protection against the ‘evil eye’. They are kept on until people see a stork, a swallow, or hear the first cuckoo, which are signs that the spring has arrived. After this, the Martenitsa is placed on a fruit tree or under a rock. The following day, children look under the rock where the Martenitsa was placed – if they see a worm or a beetle, it is believed that during the year the horses, buffalo and cows will multiply. If they see ants or small insects under the rock, it is believed that there will be plenty of goat kids and lambs. The ones placed on fruit trees are thought to bring a good harvest. Storks are some of my favourite birds. They make their large nests on trees, roofs or tall lamp posts and are a sight to behold. They are usually associated with fertility (as in the popular image of a stork carrying a baby), and it is no coincidence that the Martenitsa is taken off at the first sight of a stork, likely remnants of the Bird Goddess who was once revered on these lands.

Baba Marta has two brothers – Big Sechko (January) and Little Sechko (February). The first one is tall, the second one – short. Baba Marta is thought to be capricious and temperamental. In the midst of laughter, she will start weeping. This is why even though it may be sunny, it might suddenly start hailing. They say, though, that her brothers may also have something to do with her temper! Here, I have combined two shorter myths into one longer tale.

Once, long ago, Baba Marta and her two brothers owned a vineyard, which they tended to all year long. When the time was ripe, they harvested and crushed the grapes and made three barrels full of wine.

Glass by glass, the two brothers had a tipple every night, until they drank both their barrels of wine. Their sister did not drink as often and her barrel of wine had plenty left. Unbeknownst to her, her brothers began to drink her wine too, until every last drop was gone. Now one day, Baba Marta wished to treat herself. She went to the basement to open the tap of her barrel, but it was completely empty.

Baba Marta was enraged and bitter. She was wrathful towards her brothers for they had drank all of her wine. The weather began to bluster, fierce gales blew across the land, stones of hail fell from the heavens. She was grumpy and hurt, and rightly so. In the midst of her bad temper, she began to laugh heartily and her tears dried. She thought to herself, ‘What if my brothers drank my wine, they’re family after all!’ Since then, it is known that Baba Marta can sometimes laugh, and sometimes cry.
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One day, during the month of March, when the sun was shining, the bird song returning and the ice melting, a woman, a goat herder, decided to take her goats out to pasture on the mountain paths. She put on her warm winter cloak, she breathed in deep the smell of spring and she left her house. She knew that the March weather was changeable, but she said to herself, ‘Marta is a woman, and I am a woman too, she will not hurt me. What harm can it do to bring my goats to the mountain!’

February had been a mild month, why should she fear March after all? She led all the goats down the winding mountain paths of the Pirin mountains. The goats bleated excitedly to taste fresh buds once more, their heads nodded in approval with every step they took.

Baba Marta heard the woman’s words, which angered her. Her brothers were respected, feared and revered, and yet she was not by this goat herder. She asked for a few days on loan from her brother February, and her wish was granted.

As the goats were pasturing on the verdant growth, the weather turned. Black clouds gathered in the heavens, great big snowflakes fell from the skies. Tempests gathered like wild dogs. The whirlwinds began to pound the goat herder with their unseen fists, and as she tried to walk, they pulled her back with their invisible hooks. The goat herder tried to gather her goats as the freezing snow fell like hundreds of needles upon her face. The earth froze. The goat herder froze. The goats froze. The ice statues turned into stone.

As the weather warmed up once more and the ice melted, healing waters began to flow from the stones of the goat herder and her goats. To this day, people perform rituals to honour and appease Baba Marta.

THE GOLDEN MAIDEN

This is perhaps Bulgaria’s most known and loved traditional story, and there are many stories of this type across the globe. My good friend Yana’s grandmother used to tell her this tale, and in her telling the main character was called ‘Zlatka’, a name coming from the word ‘zlato’, meaning gold, which is appropriate to the story. I have included the name here, although in written down sources, the main character is not named. There are two versions of the story, this one being the most popular one; in the second version the golden girl becomes the golden moon, shining high in the sky.

This story is one of initiation, a woman’s quest, a metamorphosis. It is not something that looks the same today as it did a few thousand years ago, yet remains an important part of life, and one that we have almost lost today. The initiation is of a younger girl by an



































































THE GOLDEN BOY AND THE SAMODIVA
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