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All That Is Gold Does Not
Glitter

 


All that is gold does
not glitter,

Not all those who wander are
lost;

The old that is strong does
not wither,

Deep roots
are not reached by the frost.

 


—J. R. R. Tolkien
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Introduction




“People have different stars. For
those who travel, the stars are the guides. For others, they are
only small lights.”

—The Little Prince

 


Throughout history, people have traveled,
seeking better conditions. One of the things that distinguishes us
from animals is our freedom to choose our way and build our own
life. Each person is a constant project: changing,
adapting—sometimes for the better, other times for the worse. We
wander our entire lives to find better places to live and better
jobs, to learn new skills, to discover or invent something
worthwhile. A prominent Bulgarian writer, Nikolay Raynov, has
said:

 


“A person is neither good fallen,
nor proudly standing.

He is beautiful when he is rising.

Of all the scars in the footsteps of the road
I liked only

The wandering steps.”

 


Love is natural; hate is learned. A child hugs
and kisses another person long before he learns to hit and hurt.
Yet as we grow, we become aware of all the hatred that fills this
world—hatred toward those we know little to nothing about, simply
because they have different beliefs, religions, skin color, or any
other aspect that makes them not similar to us. What makes this
book remarkable is that it shows people that, at our roots, we are
all the same. What makes us different is due to where we grew up,
what we were taught. No single rule fits all about how someone
should live his life. Understanding diversity makes us stronger,
smarter, more caring. Through various anecdotes, this book will
show not only the pain that this lack of understanding has caused,
but also the joy that embracing diversity and one’s cultural
heritage can bring.

In this book, I reflect upon my life abroad
over the last twenty years as a Bulgarian immigrant. Through life
stories and my canvas, I depict how traditions and rituals
influence the formation of Bulgarian institutions and communities
abroad. Culture is the temple for the soul; these communities help
preserve the Bulgarian value system and beliefs. The book also
shows the sorrow and the joy in the life of immigrants who are
nostalgic for their native land, while at the same time trying to
adopt and embrace their new life and surroundings. They want to be
accepted and seen as equally valuable citizens in the new, adopted
country.

One of the pillars for our success is our
faith. Faith has preserved Bulgarians through the ages, and it
continues to provide moral support even today for generations
living outside our native country. 

I don’t like the word “immigrants.” I think of
people who are searching for a better life as “travelers” or
“explorers.” The world evolves and changes because people travel in
search of new opportunities to better themselves, apply their
ideas, or just for easier living. We are not immigrants; we are
discoverers following our longing to explore a new world and more
opportunities.

The word “immigrants” is a label created to
divide people and foster hatred. In a world without borders, we all
are citizens of Earth. Humans are projects; they constantly develop
themselves as they search for a better life or new
opportunities.

Would you call the English and the Spanish who
first inhabited America immigrants? Probably not. Neither would you
call the Proto-Bulgarian Khan Asparuh and his warriors immigrants.
In 681, he led his tribe in search of water and land, and they
founded present-day Bulgaria. Thracians inhabited those lands
before Slavs claimed them. Customs and myths from both cultures are
preserved in the Bulgarian lifestyle.

Nowadays, technology has removed borders. We
wander not only by traveling to different places around the world,
but also we travel in virtual space—either alone or with our
families. We create new homes, find friends, raise our children,
perform weddings, and say our farewells to friends and loved ones
as we send them to the afterlife. Even thousands of miles from
where we were brought up, we continue to observe and practice our
customs. We share them with new friends who have a different
heritage and faith, and we adopt new ones. We honor other cultures
as much as we support people from our own community.

Many Bulgarians fled the country in 1989 after
the change in the regime when Bulgaria became a democracy. The
borders opened and the dreamers followed their vision—some to make
more money or realize a dream, others to study or out of curiosity
to find out about the “forbidden” world. Before the change, only a
few were chosen to travel abroad—and then only to selected
countries like the Soviet Union and the rest of the Socialist
camp.

The West was hidden behind an iron curtain,
and we were told only things our government wanted us to know. Not
only traveling, but contact with the West was forbidden. My family
had friends from West Germany, with whom they exchanged letters and
pictures. In one of the letters, their daughter Veronica was
holding a small tiger cub. I was so jealous and impressed that she
could have a tiger cub as a pet. I couldn’t imagine what else she
might have. This was from the eyes of a nine-year-old girl. For us,
the West was the Garden of Eden.

Later, when my brother had to go into the
army, my family was told to stop our correspondence with this
family. To punish us, they sent my brother to serve in one of the
hardest regions in the country, as some called it, the Triangle of
Death.

This wasn’t the only reason they sent him
there. In addition, we had a close relative who was an
anticommunist and was serving time in the Belene camp. I didn’t
know him, but everyone in the family said his name with fear:
“Uncle Vasil.” We weren’t partisans or part of the Communist
regime; we were just a random family who worked hard and remained
quiet generation after generation.

Even though one wall came down in 1989 and
removed a curtain between the Eastern and Western worlds, today a
new wall has been built, a wall of hate. After the changes in 1989,
we were young enough to believe we could pursue our careers,
support change, and build up our country from scratch. But
something went wrong. Instead of moving forward, the country
started to move backward. The leaders pointed fingers; they wanted
to look at the archives, searching for former Communists, instead
of moving the country onto the path of prosperity. While the
government was busy implementing miserable ideas, in the
background, the former Communist elite were building their
underworld web, like a spider, sucking the blood and lifeforce from
the country. I was working for a bank and had an opportunity to
witness the bad and the good. I saw how many people were losing
their homes and money, while others were building palaces from
bones, violence, and fear.

Since I have a passion for art, in 1990, I
traveled to Russia because Moscow had a lot to offer. But since
they were part of the same camp, I didn’t see a huge difference in
lifestyle. I think Bulgaria was in an even better economic
situation at the time. In Moscow, a bouquet of roses cost almost a
month’s salary. A few people there asked if I had goods from
Bulgaria to sell. The most asked-for item was Bulgarian brandy,
“Pliska.” I was impressed by the people in Moscow; they were
polite, but silent and sad.

Another trip that opened my eyes was to North
Korea in the early nineties. Even today, I’m not sure if it was
real or just a bad dream. I still have an image in my mind of the
lines of people waiting to get a light bulb, something you could
buy every day in Bulgaria. The trucks looked like ghosts from the
1940s, without windows and a faded green color. And fear was on
people’s faces when they talked about their lives. I’ve told my
children that people there didn’t have TV or if they did, they had
one channel, which was on from 5 to 6 at night and carried only the
local news. The people lived under a glass dome, and the only
information they received was controlled by the government. And who
knows if what they heard was fake or real news. It was
heartbreaking to look at the people who were starving while they
stood beneath the huge statue of their leader, bigger than the
pyramids in Egypt. I felt relieved and secure only once I was on
the plane ready to leave, with my passport in my pocket. After this
trip, I appreciated what we had in Bulgaria.

This is why it’s even more important to learn
about other cultures, countries, and faith and appreciate our
differences. Diversity is a fact; inclusion is a
choice. 

After 1989, I also visited Italy a few times,
hoping to find a job and follow my passion for art. Italy was
inspiring, but something was missing, not only the man I loved, but
also my love for my country. I decided to go back to Bulgaria and
give her a second chance.

My husband and I had ideas, money to invest,
and energy. With a lot of effort and patience, we started a
business. It was a constant fight for survival. We had to pay
racket money to the local mafia and other groups and organizations
in the chain. At the end, we didn’t have enough money to grow our
business. People who didn’t want to pay or obey the rules lost
parts of their body, some their lives. It wasn’t just us, all
small-business owners at the time were fighting the same battle.
One day, I told my husband I didn’t think Bulgaria was on the right
path, and we needed to do something. He wasn’t fond of my idea, but
we, like many others who had lost hope, decided to leave our
families and relatives and start a new life abroad.

As we like to say about that time, there
wasn’t any light in the tunnel. Fortunately, we were able to apply
for the “Green Card” program and were approved. We sold everything
and left the country. In the fall of the late nineties, I found
myself and my family in New England.

Moving to America was a huge step. To make
sure we didn’t change our minds, we purchased one-way tickets.
There is joy and sorrow moving to a new world, where you strive to
preserve your identity, while at the same time attempt to adopt and
assimilate the new culture and values in order to be accepted by
society. Throughout the process, we also adopt new traditions and
create new rituals. Many times in the beginning, I cried and
was ready to pack and go back, but I stayed.

It was hard, not only because I missed my mom,
brother, and relatives, but because I needed to learn a new culture
and language and prove myself again. We experienced many rough
friendships here; we lost friends and gained new ones. The pillar
that helped us through these years was the Bulgarian community.
Don’t get me wrong; local people were helpful as well. But the real
moral and spiritual support we gained was from the
community.

Another thing that kept me moving was my faith
and Bulgarian traditions. Traditions, faith, language, folklore,
music, and dance are key elements uniting Bulgarians abroad. In our
new country, Bulgarian rituals and folklore still have the main
components that have been preserved for generations. We gather, we
dance, we sing, and we eat and talk. We still pay respect to bread;
it’s the center of each celebration. Every time I felt
rootless, I returned to my faith and my culture, reminding myself
about the values that helped Bulgarians survive until
today.

Traditions are a great way to teach children
about the family’s cultural and religious history, giving them
personal identity. Customs, traditions, and beliefs give people
hope for a better life for themselves and their families and
friends. To understand other cultures, you need to learn about your
own first. Knowing the effect of your culture will help you feel
comfortable talking about your experiences, then you’ll become
better at listening to others talk about their culture. The term
“culture” is not just about region or nationality. Even if we don’t
know who our ancestors are, we have culture.

In addition to the cultural groups we are part
of, we also each have groups we identify with, such as being a
parent, an immigrant, disabled, and so on. Being a part of such
groups may be an identity that influences how you view the world
and how the world views you. Becoming aware of your different
identities can help you understand what it might be like to belong
to a cultural group and accept other people’s
differences.

Many people support the idea that communities
outside Bulgaria are formed and united by nostalgia. It’s not
nostalgia that unites them. Communities are built on common
beliefs, worldviews, and values. Even when people go to a
networking event, study in college, or meet up with friends at a
party, they gather in groups in which everyone has something in
common that unites them. We search for people who look like us, or
like what we like. It may be that they share a belief, based on
gender or political understandings. This is what communities are
based upon, not nostalgia.

The feeling of nostalgia does exist within
communities, however, because you can’t erase your childhood and
memories about home. Perhaps new generations born and raised
abroad, outside Bulgaria, will be able to adapt to the new culture
more easily.

Then the question arises: Should people who
move to another country forget about their heritage and immerse
themselves in their new culture? Should our children know about
their heritage? Or should they retain the purity of their
traditions, ignoring all else? Or perhaps a bit of both—creating
new traditions from each culture?

There’s no set answer. Everyone is different.
What works for one person or family may not be appropriate for
another. Some beliefs may be so strongly ingrained into people’s
personalities that no amount of time can erase them. Other beliefs
may pass by the wayside, with people openly embracing new ones, or
incorporating them into what they believe and creating new
traditions.

Culture provides comfort and security.
Customs, traditions, and beliefs give people hope for a better life
for themselves and their children. Traditions are a great way to
teach children about the family’s cultural and religious history,
giving them personal identity and roots. I encourage my family to
learn new traditions from their friends, and to share our
traditions with others.

Since the majority of Bulgarians are Orthodox
Christians, many of us celebrate Easter twice—once on our own
holiday, and again to honor friends and new relatives with
different backgrounds, or just to make our children part of the
surrounding culture.

What about marriages between Bulgarians and
people of other ancestry? Will they cause problems when it comes to
deciding what traditions to embrace? I’ve attended such weddings a
few times, and I was pleased to see both sides desiring to learn
something about each culture, respecting each other. Time will help
overcome these differences. Every culture has something worthwhile;
we need to get to know the beliefs and customs to appreciate
them.

It’s important to connect generations and keep
the links alive. Spending time with older generations is a great
way to build memories and enables people to learn about beliefs,
traditions, and heritage. I’ll leave you with a quote from my book
Mystical Emona: Soul’s Journey where Peter (a resident of a
village in Bulgaria) is telling Stefan (a man who moved to the
village from Boston) about Sultana (a znahar, a woman who
heals with herbs), whom many people considered a witch: “When
people don’t understand things, they call them bad. Miracles still
happen, but you need to believe deep in your heart before you can
experience them.”

So, culture is about believing. Culture is a
temple for the human soul. It’s something we take with us when we
wander, and something we develop as we adapt to whatever place we
call home.

The joy and the pain born from the words that
follow, these stories and reflections, it was—and it is—my life. We
get so worked up about things that we forget to see life. We all
know how to love. It’s natural. Let’s help others to learn how to
appreciate our differences and accept us no matter what our faith,
color, or nationality. 
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Chapter 1: Faith


For centuries, faith has preserved the
Bulgarian—from the oppressive rule of the Ottoman empire to the
Communist regime in more recent times. Under Communism, the Church
was represented as the enemy of ideology, and people were forbidden
to confess their faith. But even during those years, the light of
the candle and belief in God did not leave the Bulgarians. In every
village in the most prominent place perched a white church. Like a
lighthouse, it illuminated the road of life and guided people into
the sea of the unknown—even as it still does today.

The most famous and honored person in villages
was a priest. He baptized children in fear and secrecy, he married
adults who swore their love for one another until death would
separate them, and he finally completed the cycle of life by
sending the deceased onto their eternal journey to the hereafter.
In the church is also where children and women hid from the swords
of the enslavers and thus survived to become a nation that is now
scattered all over the world.

For those living abroad, the church plays a
large role in the unification of Bulgarian communities and the
preservation of our spirit and faith. In difficult times, we turn
to faith and seek comfort for the soul, as well as support to
continue our journey and face obstacles in life. It is abroad, far
away from our parents and relatives, that religion is the
connecting link that brings us together.

The role of the church for Bulgarians abroad
is slightly different from its role in Bulgaria. In the beginning,
the church was a community center. Everything revolved around the
church and the school. This is not a surprise; we’ve been raised to
believe and honor God.

Twenty years ago, a group of random teachers
and parents in New England—brought together by our
faith—established a school and a Bulgarian church to support the
development of our children’s sense of national identity. It
doesn’t have its own building and through the years has moved from
one location to another, but still it keeps the candle alive and
maintains the spirit of the Bulgarian faith and alphabet. For
twenty years, volunteers have been making time from their busy
schedules to teach or help in any way they can. Kindergartners
learn how to make martenitsi (red and white amulets) or
simply how to draw and color the letters of the Bulgarian alphabet.
Children of all grades learn bits and pieces about Bulgarian
history and culture.

A few years ago, I visited Chicago, where the
biggest Bulgarian community in North America lives. It’s like a
little Bulgaria. There are soccer clubs, restaurants serving
Bulgarian cuisine, a few newspapers in Bulgarian, and a Bulgarian
TV station. I visited a church named after St. John of Rila. It’s
not surprising that the church is not only a religious place, but
also an important social center devoted to maintaining language and
tradition through Sunday schools and social gatherings.

Another beacon spreading light is the
Bulgarian center Magura, a place to read, dance the horo
(circle dance), or simply be part of an exciting event to meet
people from the community. The visit was personal to me; it was the
first audience where I shared one of my books, Light Love
Rituals: Bulgarian Myths, Legends, and Folklore. I also shared
the idea behind why I wrote the book: it was my way of keeping
Bulgarian traditions and rituals alive for future
generations.

In New England and other places abroad, even
these institutions don’t have a permanent home. Many are managed by
volunteers, who strive to find ways to make the organizations
survive so they can continue to gather young and old together for
holidays and festivals. For many years, each small community has
been holding events and raising money to build its own temple and a
place to host the school and cultural events.

Why is it so important for these groups to
have a home? Because the buildings themselves are a testament to
the depths of the people’s faith; building, preserving, and
restoring churches is a way to convey one’s beliefs. For
Bulgarians, monasteries and churches have a special place in
history and in our lives. The church is not only a temple of
belief, but also a guardian of speech and traditions. For
centuries, Bulgarian monasteries and temples have been cultural
centers where they have given birth to some of the great relics of
Bulgarian literature.

Throughout the centuries, monks have preserved
more than religious beliefs; they have built and retained a
nation’s culture. For many, Italy is a place to visit. They go to
see Venice’s canal. Or, they may prefer to view the Leaning Tower
of Pisa and have a bite of Italian pizza along with a glass of
Chianti.

For me, it’s also a place where I can pay
respect to St. Cyril, one of the holy brothers who created the
Glagolitic alphabet. His tomb is underground in the catacombs in
Rome’s San Clemente Basilica. It’s hard to describe the feeling
while I was there, staring at the centuries-old wall and the image
of St. Cyril. Freshly cut flowers had been placed on the table. I
learned from the tour guide that nuns from the nearby monastery
bring flowers daily and keep them fresh.

St. Cyril and his brother, Methodius, used
their alphabet in the year 863 to begin transcribing the Bible into
Old Church Slavonic. From this script came the Cyrillic alphabet,
which we use today. The two holy brothers are important not only to
Bulgarians, but to all Slavs. They created a national identity
through the use of letters and language, which are important to
record and treasure history and culture. A unified language is also
a way to share a nation’s identity with future generations, so the
information is not lost in the layers of time.





























tmp_a4a7b7a4d7b448c9e6eddbd86b0e6c48_4VG7E__html_3c781ac1.jpg





tmp_a4a7b7a4d7b448c9e6eddbd86b0e6c48_4VG7E__html_3bedba2c.jpg





cover.jpg
”~ 2

The Wanderer 3%
“ATear and A Smile
Reflections of an Imrrjigran‘t \h

By
/.






