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Preface

ONCE UPON a time, between the two world wars, there was quite an engaging kingdom in the center of the Balkans called the Kingdom of Bulgaria. Foreigners may have heard about its Valley of the Roses, about the beauty of its mountains and Black Sea beaches, but very little else.

It was a small country with a vibrant, highly nationalistic population, sober and industrious people, mostly peasants, who fought valiantly in wars and strove to catch up with the rest of Europe in peacetime.

Dramatic events took place there during the twenty-five years between 1918 and 1943, upheavals and conflicts of much passion and blood. Those were times of agonizing soul-searching and momentous decisions, of illusions, hopes, and disappointments, of admirable actions and costly mistakes.

This kingdom is no more. But unlike other nations, whose recent past can still be discussed freely and read in detail, a veil of oblivion has fallen over the events of that period in Bulgaria. Today’s student of pre-Communist Bulgaria would find it difficult to discover what exactly did happen in that country before 1944, nor would he understand how and why. A prism of distortion would most likely be put before his eyes.

Apart from the documents from the period, most of them unavailable abroad and inaccessible inside the country, the major depositories for this bygone Bulgaria, the 1918–1943 kingdom, remain in the memories of the hearts of Bulgarians who witnessed that period. Especially the hearts, I should say, because unrecorded remembrances fade with time; they tend to take on the color of things read and heard later, and are edited by the wisdom of hindsight.

It is imprudent, inside Bulgaria now, to reminisce aloud about certain aspects of that period; it is impossible to publish anything uncensored. As for exiled Bulgarians, we still dream at night, weekly perhaps, about “the good old country” as we remember it from our youth. Nostalgia, from a historian’s point of view, is not a bad thing. Selectively picking events and images from the irrecoverable past, nostalgia is a good preservative for memories: it protects them with loving care, conserving not only the facts, but also the mood and color of the time.

I, for one, while I sometimes have difficulty recalling last year’s occurrences and faces, can still recite the names of my schoolmates in the First Sofia Gymnasium and remember the precise composition of the then-national football team, heroes of our adolescent years. King Boris’s nasal voice, which characteristically accentuated each syllable, still rings in my ears. I met him several times when I was growing up in the family of a court official.

I close my eyes and I can still smell the heavy odor of incense and candles in the centuries-old Sveta-Sophia church, where, every year on Good Friday, my grandmother used to cry her eyes out as she listened to the familiar tale of Christ’s sufferings.

I can still hear the clop-clop hoofbeat on the paving stones in the days when horse-driven “phaetons” competed with the city’s taxicabs. The bloodcurdling sounds of air alert sirens and bombs falling on Sofia still haunt me. Straining far back into the past, I can hear with disturbing clarity brass bands playing “Shoomi Maritza,” the national anthem, and thousands of unmistakably Bulgarian voices screaming “Hurrah!” at parades and demonstrations. Then, the same voices reemerge a few years later, weeping inconsolably as the casket with the body of King Boris proceeds solemnly along the mountain road to the Rila monastery.

This is all so vivid in our minds, and yet, objectively, it exists nowhere else anymore.

Nostalgic recollections are too fragile and ephemeral to serve, alone, as a valid source for history. To reconstruct the events of that period, written testimonies are needed.

A few original fragments from the epoch can be found in old books and newspapers still available abroad. Others are mildewing in forgotten trunks of exiles scattered around the world. Another option is the official writings of current Bulgarian historians. In all fairness, historiography in Bulgaria has made noticeable progress in the last decade. Gone are the days of the vulgar pseudohistorical pamphlets by illiterate party propagandists of the Stalinist era, which, incidentally, enjoyed amazing longevity in Bulgaria. Some recent Sofia publications offer a more scholarly approach and well-documented research. But as objective as some among their more talented authors are trying to be, they cannot escape the constraints and taboos of a regime which openly professes that historiography, like all sciences and arts, must above all serve the party ideology.

The need for an accurate narrative of the events between the two wars, although universally recognized abroad among Bulgarians and their friends, would probably still be floating in the air were it not for the initiative of a patriotic Bulgarian who put the idea into concrete terms. James D. Velkov is one of those exiles who, along with his remarkably successful business achievements abroad, kept alive his feelings for Bulgaria. His is a case of an incurable longing for the homeland, involving him wholeheartedly in Bulgarian causes for four decades.

In chemistry, the addition of a new substance is often needed to cause and accelerate a reaction between different elements. The chemists call such a substance a catalyst. Velkov was the originator and the catalyst in the process that led to this book’s materialization.

He, as the sponsor, and I, as the author, agreed that the best way to tell the story of the years between the two world wars was through the life of the one man who had been either the principal actor or the best-placed witness in these events—King Boris III. Our goal was a book that would describe this unusual man both as a ruler and as a human being, without partisan distortions, but also without flattery. At the same time, the episodes that marked his reign should elucidate the recent history of the nation and bring into focus the events that preceded the fall of the Bulgarian kingdom.

King Boris was genuinely loved by his people, as no other ruler had been in prewar Europe. But he was also accused of bringing Bulgaria into the German camp during World War II and criticized for exercising a “personal rule” during the last eight years of his reign.

This book is not an apology for the king, neither is it an attempt to justify or glorify his policies and his actions. It is not a book of polemics, but rather a chronological and, I hope dispassionate and objective narrative of the dramatic events that befell this unfortunate nation during the twenty-five years of King Boris’s reign.

It is the result of several years of research, during which I was privileged to have access to unpublished private archives and intimate personal correspondence, and to speak to many of the last witnesses of the period. I must note with gratitude that none of the persons to whom I turned for help and advice—admirers as well as critics of King Boris, “monarchists” and “republicans,” people of the political “right” or “left” refused to give me wholehearted assistance.

The research revealed an unknown and, in many respects, an unexpected human drama behind the official image of King Boris. An unusually complex, intelligent, engaging, and vulnerable man, he had the misfortune of being cast, like an unwilling but totally committed and conscientious actor, in the principal role in a Greek tragedy with no possible solution.

Once the project of the book was launched, all the research, selection of episodes, form of presentation, and actual writing, became my sole responsibility. The assessment of the described events, as well as the portrayal of the characters and the expressed opinions are exclusively my own, and are not necessarily shared or approved by the generous contributors of source material.


Preface to the
Paperback Edition

TEN YEARS have passed since the first publication of this book. When I was writing it, I had no clue that the country whose precommunist history I was relating would emerge from tyranny so soon. Nor did I expect that the forty-five years of dust accumulated over the memory of its last independent leader, King Boris III—the book’s hero—would dissipate so quickly.

By that time, I had almost abandoned hope of ever seeing Bulgaria again. And yet a miracle happened in 1989, shattering “the Evil Empire” and changing the world, including the fate of my native country. Suddenly, impossible dreams began to come true. I was able to return to the land of my childhood and to see again people and places I had loved (or at least what was left of them). By then, by word of mouth and courtesy of the extensive reports of Radio Free Europe and BBC, which the Iron Curtain had failed to stop, my book was universally known and quoted in Bulgaria. After my unforgettable first homecoming, an emotionally shaking experience, I now visit Bulgaria often and regularly.

Thus, from the historian of the old Crown of Thorns saga, I became, in a sense, a first-hand spectator of its new sequences. Although ten years ago I had written finis on the last page, the story doesn’t seem to be over. It goes on, full of vicissitudes, never lacking in suspense, surprises, and drama, and alas, still not a very happy story. It’s like new episodes of the same TV series: the plot sounds familiar and the sets are almost the same, although the unkempt buildings are shabbier, the former royal residences run-down, and the depressing housing projects add a proletarian dimension to the landscape; the cast of characters has, of course, been rejuvenated, but the ghosts of a few of the leading actors of Crown of Thorns still haunt the current political scene—King Ferdinand and King Boris, of course, but also Stamboliski and Tzankov, Georgi Dimitrov and Traicho Kostov, Prince Kyril and Ivan Mihailov, to mention just a few. When I first returned, I was unable to light a candle in memory of my own father. The exact location of his resting place, a mass grave where scores of victims of the so-called “People’s Tribunal” were shot one by one and buried together, was still unknown. Many of them are protagonists of this book. It was sometime after the fall of communism that families of the executed succeeded in identifying the approximate place, at the edge of Sofia’s Main Cemetery, and erected there a small monument carrying the names of the victims. On my next trip to Sofia, my brother and sister and I were finally, after fifty years of painful uncertainty, able to bring flowers and say a prayer over a grave supposed to be our father’s. Our mother didn’t live to pay her respects to his grave.

It’s not surprising that the memory of some of these statesmen is still very much alive, and that their legacy claimed by various rival groups. More unusual is the case of King Boris: not only his memory, but also his grave and the fate of his remains, continue to disturb the nation.

The story of his death and burial in the Rila monastery was told in Crown of Thorns, which ends with a mention of the coffin’s removal from the monastery and its reburial in the gardens of the Vrana palace. Now it turns out that this wasn’t the end of the story.

As soon as the regime fell and visitors were admitted to Vrana, the rumors about the demolition of the chapel hastily built at the king’s grave before the royal family was expelled from the country in September 1946 were confirmed. The stone chapel had been totally razed, most likely in 1954, by a squad of State Security agents, and the debris removed by trucks. With the passing of years, weeds and wild bushes covered the ground, leaving no trace of the small church and the king’s grave. When I first returned to Bulgaria and had the opportunity to visit Vrana, the palace caretaker led me to the area in the park where the chapel used to stand. I saw nothing but an overgrown, sadly neglected field. But what had happened to the casket with the body? No one seemed to know, no one wanted to talk.

The royal family appealed to the new authorities, requesting an inquiry and authorizing a committee of distinguished citizens to carry on the search for the grave. No mark on the ground was found until a metal detector was used. Scanning the surface of the overgrown field, the instrument detected the contours of a rectangular metallic object buried underground. It had the shape and dimensions of a coffin, and it was known that King Boris’s coffin contained a layer of zinc. The discovery caused a temporary sigh of relief: it suggested that in spite of the demolition of the chapel, the casket with the monarch’s body had been left undisturbed and might be still there, in its second grave. However, the circumstances surrounding the chapel’s demolition had been so disturbing, and so many rumors had circulated about communist desecration of the grave, that exhumation of the coffin appeared the only way to establish the truth.

From Spain, where he resides, King Simeon, acting on behalf of the royal family, gave his consent and on October 18, 1991, the grave was opened under the direction of representatives of the Academy of Science and in the presence of members of the committee trusted by the royal family. The diggings uncovered a tomb, solidly built of stone and protected by a thick plate of reinforced concrete. During the blasting of the chapel in 1954, the plate had withstood the detonation and preserved the tomb, but there were indications that the plate had then been removed and carried away. The inscribed tombstone, split in two, as well as fragments from the chapel’s floor, were unearthed during the digging. But the vault was empty. There was no trace of the coffin. The mortal remains of King Boris had disappeared!

The searchers had still not recovered from their first jolt when a second coup-de-theatre occurred: “Look here! Look what I found!” one of the soldiers doing the digging shouted excitedly, displaying an object he had picked up from the freshly dug earth. It was an ordinary jar of thick glass. But the jar, filled with some liquid solution, contained a fully preserved human heart and a smaller glass vial with a slip of paper inside it.

The jar was brought to the Chairman of the Academy of Science, Professor Blagovest Sendov, who phoned King Simeon in Madrid and told him: “I have your father’s heart on my desk, sir.” And a few seconds later: “Do I have your permission to open the jar and break the small vial with a note in it?” King Simeon, having recovered from the initial shock, agreed there and then. The rolled-up note read:

The Heart of H.M. King Boris III
+28. VIII. 1943
This heart was placed inside the glass jar by:
(the signatures of five medical experts followed)
4. IX. 1943.

There was no doubt whatsoever about the authenticity of the signatures: the five specialists who had performed the autopsy on the king’s body were all well-known experts, and one of them, forensic medicine lab technician Yordanka Kelepova, still alive, confirmed that they had placed the heart inside the jar on September 4, 1943, the day before the king’s funeral, and had remitted it to the priests to be put inside the casket. In order to spare the widow’s feelings, Queen Giovanna hadn’t been informed about the autopsy, nor about the extraction of the heart for medical examination.

There was no doubt either about the authenticity of the heart in the jar found forty-eight years later in the gardens of Vrana. After a thorough examination of the find, Ms. Kelepova, who had helped prepare King Boris’s heart after the autopsy, was certain that it was the same heart. Such was also the unanimous conclusion of all scientists, after meticulous comparison of the newly found organ’s measurements, scars, and lesions, to the detailed descriptions contained in the autopsy protocol.

But the sensational reappearance of the heart in Vrana remains a mystery. If it had been inside the coffin, how could one explain its presence in the grave after the coffin and the body were removed or destroyed? No one who had been present at the King’s funeral remembers a separate capsule being placed in the casket, next to the body. The heart was found in almost perfect condition, which, according to the specialists, presupposes periodical renewal of the solution. How could this have been done if the jar remained buried for forty-eight years? When found, the jar had been slightly cracked and the liquid inside had obviously been changed: the original preservative had been replaced by formalin; by whom, and at what moment? Moreover, Ms. Kelepova said that this “grocery store jar” was very different from her glass laboratory vessels, and that the ordinary piece of cord inside the jar that attached the vial containing the protocol to the heart itself was certainly not the special white linen thread she had used. There arose the suspicion that during all the years that the king’s body lay in his different graves, his heart had been kept somewhere else. But where, by whom, and why? As in a mystery thriller, the questions remain unanswered.

However, consensus was reached among the experts on the two principal points: the heart found in Vrana’s gardens was positively the heart of King Boris; and the direct cause of his death had indeed been a massive heart attack—an “infarct,” as the doctors say. (Although some people are still asking, “What caused the infarct?”)

Once more, the royal family was faced with the painful decisions of another, a third, burial. The body of the late king had vanished mysteriously and an ominous silence continued to cover the circumstances of its disappearance. Different stories circulated about the events of that day in 1954, when a State Security squad came to Vrana and exhumed the coffin, but how trustworthy were they? No document about Politburo or Street Services orders for opening the grave and removing the body was ever made public. A few alleged participants or witnesses interrogated by the committee categorically denied any involvement in or even knowledge of such an act. The citizens’ committee obviously had no authority to compel them to talk, nor to subpoena the surviving ex-militiamen or soldiers reported to have taken part in the exhumation of the coffin or to have driven the truck. As for the leftist governments which returned to power between 1992 and 1997, they were unwilling to proceed with the inquiry.

The fiftieth anniversary of King Boris’s death was approaching, and while the halfhearted search for his mortal remains continued with no result, the family decided that his heart should rest in the original grave. Five days before the anniversary date, members of the family-appointed Search committee brought the capsule with the heart to the Rila monastery and placed it in the king’s old tomb, next to the church’s right altar.

On the anniversary day, August 28, 1993, tens of thousands of worshippers congregated in the monastery, where a solemn Requiem was held by the Patriarch and a procession of bishops, priests, and monks. It was a highly emotional occasion, made memorable by the attendance of King Boris’s widow, Queen Giovanna, and their daughter, Princess Maria-Louisa. It was the popular queen’s first visit to Bulgaria since her departure to exile in 1946 and, in spite of the cool attitude of the government, the crowds received her with immense enthusiasm. Giovanna had won a very special place in the Bulgarians’ hearts. A deeply caring yet apolitical queen in the days of the monarchy, then a dignified exile in Egypt, Spain, and Portugal, this exemplary mother and philanthropist had remained the only uncontested icon in a nation of fiercely opinionated citizens, whom no one—royalists as well as republicans, not even Communists—had ever criticized.

For the few days of the queen’s visit, the entire path of her tour, decorated with portraits of the royal family, resounded with the former national and royal anthems and was jammed with tearful throngs. This poignant flashback from bygone days overcame the grey-haired crowds with nostalgia and awoke among the younger members a feeling that, in spite of all present misery, another Bulgarian reality was not impossible, because it had existed. But soon the gentle lady in black returned to Estoril, Portugal. The cheers and sounds of church bells died off and the country plunged back into its workaday drabness.

For Princess Maria-Louisa, this hadn’t been the first visit to her native land, which she had left as a girl of thirteen. Two years earlier, in 1991, she became the first member of the royal family to revisit Bulgaria. In the meantime, over forty years of propaganda had heavily affected the popular perception of King Boris’s reign and of monarchies in general. Decades of one-sided presentation of the historical facts and misinterpretation of the merits and drawbacks of monarchy had influenced even objective students to believe that monarchy was incompatible with democracy. The actors on the pre-Communist political scene were simplistically divided into the “good guys” (the Communists) and the “bad guys” or “fascists” (King Boris and the anti-Communists).

Princess Maria-Louisa’s first visit became an important test. Had the long indoctrination campaign succeeded, or did national memory survive the long blackout? Which had been stronger? The masterfully carried-out “re-education,” facilitated by suppression of all contradicting sources and opinions? Or tradition, preserved in family memory, eyewitness testimonies,  and forbidden old books and papers? Was the princess going to be received with open arms, as a child of a most admired king whose reign the nation remembered with gratitude; as a welcome compatriot, unjustly chased from her home? Or would she be given the cold shoulder and ignored as a representative of an obsolete institution? Or worse, met with hostility, as a member of the Saxe-Coburg dynasty which—as one was taught for years—brought to Bulgaria nothing but misery and bad luck?

From the moment the princess set foot on Bulgarian soil, her genuine, unconcealed delight to be at home again conquered the masses. She didn’t have to say more than a few words in her flawless, colorful Bulgarian, before the crowds accepted her as one of their own. The radiant visitor and her Polish husband, Bronislaw Chrobok, were immediately caught in a whirlwind of receptions, interviews, visits to churches, monuments, and schools, cheered everywhere, almost crushed by admiring throngs.

Maria-Louisa hadn’t intended her visit to be political. She hadn’t prepared any speech or statement. In fact, she had never spoken in public, never given an interview or held a press conference. “I’m just Mrs. Chrobok, a private citizen and a mother of four, just a New Jersey housewife,” she liked to say. Indeed, most of her small-town neighbors didn’t even suspect who she was. But when she found herself on the stage of Sofia’s monumental “Palace of Culture,” in front of five thousand people eager to see her and hear her, with every blink of her eyes, every smile or frown scrutinized under the television lights, each word and breath amplified by scores of microphones—intimidating enough to paralyze any novice—a miraculous metamorphosis occurred. Suddenly, heredity and background came forward. Generations of dormant genes—Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, Orleans, and Savoy genes—seemed to awake and take over. And there she stood, moved yet perfectly composed, humble yet regal, totally dominating the event, answering questions with ease and charm, commanding respect, winning affection. When biased questions were asked, her witty, caustic retorts swiftly put them to rest and made the impertinent reporter regret having tried to provoke her. It was obvious in such moments that genes of the redoubtable grandpa Ferdinand were still flowing in the blue blood of the New Jersey housewife.

By the time she left, the country had taken her to their hearts. Politics were not discussed during her two visits, nor during Queen Giovanna’s trip. But inevitably, people who remembered too well the mediocrity of their previous leaders couldn’t help making comparions—of behavior and class, of culture, character, and morals.

By 1996, King Simeon was the only member of the royal family who had still not visited Bulgaria, although this had for years been his most cherished dream. But his return required agonizing decisions and posed tremendous problems—constitutional and political, as well as personal.

After the fall of communism, and thanks to his several remarkable TV and press interviews in fluent Bulgarian from Madrid, the country had discovered that the charismatic, fifty-two-year-old king was attractive, intelligent, and, most important, impressively competent and willing to serve. In no time, his personality had won the nation. The exemplary family man, a happy father of five. The hard-working, very successful businessman. The patriot and man of duty. The cosmopolitan aristocrat, speaking seven languages fluently and understanding a few others, related to most European royalty and the personal friend of such reigning monarchs as the kings of Spain, Morocco, and Jordan. The consensus abroad was that Simeon of Bulgaria was one of the brightest among the present monarchs and members of royal families. Delighted and hugely impressed, the Bulgarian monarchists, growing impatient, called for his return with increasing insistence.

The hearty reception of his mother and sister had proven beyond a shadow of doubt that the royal family was enjoying an extraordinary popularity and respect in the country and that the memory of King Boris was still very much alive. It seemed that the time for Simeon’s return had come. Albeit grudgingly, the government and the presidency of the Republic had declared officially that they had no objection to a visit from “the citizen Simeon Saxe-Coburg.”

Why then was he still hesitating?

He had never abdicated. The crown of the legitimate kingdom had been entrusted to him since he was a child. During three years he had nominally reigned, with regents, over the sovereign nation whose independence had been abolished forcibly by the Red Army in 1944. He was the living symbol of his “turbulent but engaging, unlucky but proud, Kingdom of Bulgaria” which we described in Crown of Thorns. Should he now return as ordinary citizen of the Republic? Wouldn’t this be interpreted as forsaking the crown and recognizing all illegitimate acts since 1944? True, half a century later the idea of restoring the monarchy was not yet embraced by the majority of Bulgarians, but Simeon had already become so popular and admired as a person that many people wanted him to run for president of the Republic or prime minister. But did he have the right, vis-a-vis the loyal monarchists, to accept it? And enter history as the person who voluntarily put an end to the thirteen-century-long Bulgarian royal tradition?

A believer in democracy, King Simeon wouldn’t even think of imposing his presence by returning without being invited. But who should send the invitation? Not, of course, the government: As elsewhere in Eastern Europe, a backlash had temporarily brought back to power former Communists, renamed “socialists.” As for the opposition parties, faced with the imperative to unify the entire non-Communist electorate before elections, they judged the moment unpropitious for raising the royal question for fear of alienating republican-minded voters. The numerous monarchist organizations had, of course, been inviting him for a long time. But Simeon believed that a constitutional monarch should remain above the political arena, be an impartial moderator in the interparty debate and not a leader of his own party. In this, he shared his father’s views. “I’m king of all Bulgarians,” Boris III used to say. “King of the good citizens, but also of the bad ones.”

The hesitation and calculations of the principal political forces left initiative by some nonpolitical circles as the only possibility. Thus, when a large group of well-known intellectuals sent an invitation to the exiled king to come and discuss with them the grave situation of the nation, Simeon accepted.

At the end of May 1996, he arrived in Sofia with his wife, Queen Margarita. The enthusiastic reception surpassed anything that the country had seen since the euphoric demonstrations at the fall of Communism. It so exceeded everything Simeon had ever expected that he had to fight back tears. From the moment his plane landed at Sofia airport and his car took hours trying to break through the sea of wildly cheering and weeping humanity massed on both sides of the route to the city hall, and during the three weeks of his tour across the country, the visit was a nonstop apotheosis, an exalted, loud, happy outburst of affection and patriotism. “They’re honoring my father,” Simeon, deeply moved, commented modestly. But this was only partly true. In many towns, frantic crowds chanting “We Want Our King!” and “Si-me-on!” urged him to stay there for good and never leave the country again.

Any outsider witnessing such a spontaneous outpour of admiration and acclaim would be tempted to expect the impending restoration of the Bulgarian monarchy. But mass demonstrations are not always the best gauges. Indeed, could those who saw the indescribable outburst of popular grief at King Boris’s funeral, fifty years ago, ever believe that, only one year later, throngs would cheer the arrival of the Red Army?

Simeon left, and after all the clamor, a curious veil of silence fell over the issue of the crown. Although he emerged personally more popular than ever, the major democratic parties felt that at that moment the nation had other, more urgent, priorities: With the neo-Communists in power rapidly leading the country toward a new catastrophe, they had to act resolutely to stop them. Once more, the monarchy issue was put on the back burner.

In the royal residence in Madrid, the exiled king’s personal drama resumed and a new act began. It is a drama with all the elements of classic Greek theater: predestination, insoluble conflicts, split loyalties, the struggle to remain true to oneself; a drama saturated with homesickness and the call of duty, and not impervious to illusions and disenchantments.

Not an easy destiny. But it has its rewards. The crown King Simeon bore from far away, a sort of national Holy Grail and symbol of another, better Bulgaria, is a source of great strength. It has determined his entire life, as it did his father’s life. And, as in King Boris’s time, it remains to this day a crown of thorns.

STEPHANE GROUEFF


Prologue

HE HAD just taken off his dusty boots and the wrinkled colonel’s uniform and was about to change into civilian clothes, when the aide-de-camp knocked at the door and announced:

“Your Royal Highness, His Majesty wants to see you in about half an hour, at the end of the audience. He will call you before the visitor leaves.”

“Is the visitor already here?”

“He has just arrived.”

Prince Boris had been informed about the unusual meeting his father was to have in the Red Salon in the other wing of the palace, and knew how distasteful it was for King Ferdinand to receive “that man.” The crown prince, too, had no reason to like the sworn enemy of the dynasty, but he was far more tolerant than his father and had always been intrigued by the crude flamboyance of this outspoken adversary, whom he had met three years before.

Boris was very tired that afternoon of September 25, 1918, physically and morally exhausted from his trip to the front. The heavy-heartedness he had felt for several months was turning into a mild depression, and the events of the past few days were only making it worse. Alarming rumors were spreading all over Sofia and the country. A creeping feeling of insecurity was permeating the palace, one could detect it in the voices, see it in everybody’s eyes. Certain words that people whispered didn’t sound so abstract anymore—“abdication,” “dethronement,” “exile” . . . or worse?

The martyrology of uncles, granduncles and other relatives was long, and Boris, the descendant of the Saxe-Coburg-Gothas, the Bourbon-Parmas and the Orléans, did not have to look as far back as Louis XVI and Marie-Antoinette. The family chronicle abounded with tragic episodes: Emperor Maximilian of Mexico facing the firing squad in 1867 . . . the nihilists’ bomb killing Tsar Alexander II in 1881 . . . Elizabeth of Austria killed in 1898 . . . King Umberto of Italy murdered in 1900 . . . Serbia’s King Alexander I and his paramour Draga assassinated in 1903 . . . King Carlos of Portugal and the crown prince killed in 1908, and two years later the deposition of Manuel of Portugal . . . King George of Greece in 1913 . . . the 1914 assassination of Archduke Francis-Ferdinand in Sarajevo, triggering World War I . . . and since the beginning of the war, the expulsion of King Constantine of Greece in 1917 . . . finally, only two months had passed since the abominable crime in Ekaterinburg, the massacre on July 17, 1918, of Tsar Nicholas II, Boris’ godfather, together with his entire family, by the Bolsheviks-the tsarina, the four daughters, the crown prince.

They kill crown princes too . . . but, strangely enough, during those gloomy September days Prince Boris was not overly worried about his personal security. A fatalist, he had learned to accept tragedies and dangers as “les risques du métier.”

Violent death was one of these risks. Boris was seventeen years old when the Russian prime minister Peter Stolypin was assassinated before his eyes. He could still see the glittering theater house in Kiev; the royal box with the emperor, the grand dukes and the grand duchesses; the splendor of uniforms, decorations and jewels; then the sound of two gunshots . . . Young Boris was visiting his godfather, Tsar Nicholas II, on his first official trip outside Bulgaria. The occasion was the inauguration in Kiev of the monument of Tsar Alexander II, the liberator of Bulgaria.

It was at the second intermission, he remembered. He was wearing the grand collier of the decoration of Saint-André that the Russian emperor had just bestowed on him. In the small foyer of the royal box, he was engaged in polite conversation with the members of the imperial family with whom he had spent the previous day at the military maneuvers outside of Kiev and at the lavish garden party that had followed. Then suddenly a young man in a black dress coat rushed toward Stolypin, who was seated in the first row of the pit, pulled out a Browning and shot twice, almost point blank. Boris remembered the echo of the two shots in the crowded theater house, the screams, the uproar, the blood reddening the white plastron of the prime minister. It was the first time he had seen blood run profusely from a dying man. What should be the right behavior in such circumstances for a prince on an official occasion? Boris looked around. In the emperor’s box, hands were trembling and tears rolled down ashen faces. But, as the victim was carried out and the assassin seized, they were all—the tsar, the grand dukes and the grand duchesses—standing at attention, erect and solemn, as audience and actors burst into “God Save the Tsar.”

Stolypin died. Death had been so close, only a few yards away. “Nous l’avons tous échappé belle!” “We were lucky to escape,” Boris wrote later that evening in the coded telegram in which he described the event to his father.

Now in 1918, seven Septembers later, as the war was turning into disaster, the twenty-four year-old crown prince had no fear of death. Since Stolypin’s murder, he had seen, touched, and smelled blood in battlefields and military hospitals hundreds of times. The war only reinforced his fatalistic convictions. What he worried about was the probability of his family being forced to leave Bulgaria. What happens to a crown prince in such a case? Normally, he becomes the next king, of course. But did he want to become king? Having such doubts is very painful. But not everybody is born to be king. Not everybody is like King Ferdinand—so happy and eager to rule, delighted with his destiny and sure of himself, a true born monarch.

Was Boris meant to be monarch? At times, his own father seemed to have doubts. Boris’s insufficiently “regal” posture, his lack of interest in the crown’s traditional attributes, such as pomp and protocol, his penchant for befriending peasants and commoners, irritated the king. No one in the world loved and admired Boris more than his sister Evdokia, but even she could lose patience with his modesty and his overly democratic ways. She thought that he was the brightest in the family, but sometimes she wished that he were more assertive and acted with more authority and majesty.

His father’s fate was going to be decided very soon, this week maybe, or even this day, and none of the rumors that circulated in Sofia were reassuring. If Ferdinand were forced into exile? . . . Boris’s first impulse would probably be to renounce all rights to the crown and leave with the rest of the family. What a relief that would be! But, in fact, he never considered this option seriously. The notions of duty, the responsibilities which had been nurtured in him had become irremediably his second nature from which there was no possible escape. Moral codes impressed in infancy on malleable souls become an inseparable part of the character, to the point where trying to imagine a person without it is as futile as visualizing an ugly Venus or a poor Croesus.

A crown prince from his kind of lineage who would abandon his obligations to country and throne? Unthinkable! To betray what he was taught was his predestination and sacred mission? All the ideas about duty that he had ever heard—from his father, from Granny Clémentine, and every teacher and military instructor he had had—coincided and were in total accord. He had never known any other values. Every book he had read and word he had heard reinforced these values, and each one of the solemn portraits of his ancestors hanging on the palace walls reminded him daily of them. If there were other values, they certainly did not apply to honorable men.

It was not necessarily a particular merit, nor a question of great moral fortitude; Boris simply did not know any alternative. Could a dishonored samurai, no matter how afraid of dying, not commit harakiri? Could a young man, who is a real man, not run with the bulls in the streets of Pamplona? Could Prince Boris abandon the sinking ship?

Apart from duty, leaving Bulgaria was unthinkable for him for another, very personal reason. The young prince was incurably enamored of the country in which he had been born and raised. When Bulgarians talk about their attachment to their land, the talk may sound exaggerated and overly emotional to a foreigner. Yes, of course they love it, but who doesn’t love his homeland? For the Bulgarians, however, the attachment has a different meaning. The feeling has such intensity that it can only be compared to the state of being in love—an obsessive, romantic, exhilarating, possessive feeling, a source of pride and jealousy, of continuous inspiration and reassurance.

It comes partly from the physical beauty of the land. True, Bulgarians are rather chauvinistic and absolutely convinced that their country is the most beautiful in the world. But, quite objectively, there is no foreigner who wouldn’t agree that its mountains remind him of the Swiss Alps, that the lush valleys and fairy tale forests are among the loveliest in Europe, and that the unspoiled golden Black Sea beaches have no rival on the Riviera.

But there is something else, something intangible and yet unmistakably and unforgettably Bulgarian, that inspires a unique fascination with the country. No man knew Bulgaria better than Prince Boris, a hunter, hiker, and motorist, but even he would have been hard put to define the mysterious attraction of this land.

Maybe it was the air, an incredibly fresh and invigorating air that one never forgets, and one never finds elsewhere. Maybe it is the colors, or the way the sun shines and the wind blows. Poets and romantics speak of the brooks and the wild flowers, of the fragrance of “zdravetz,” the exclusively Bulgarian wild geranium that covers acres of meadows and woodland. They speak of the hundred-mile-long Valley of Roses, another unique phenomenon, or of the smell of freshly cut hay. They insist that they would recognize the sound of native cowbells out of thousands in foreign pastures. The skies in Bulgaria have a different color, they like to say, the water tastes different. They describe the crow of roosters at sunrise in the villages and become nostalgic over the sound of dogs barking somewhere far away in the darkness of the night, as if roosters and dogs are different in other countries.

It is, doubtless, a biased and romantic outlook. But who knows, Bulgarians may be, objectively speaking, right. Maybe it is a special country, or in any case, a different one. Less sentimental words—latitude and longitude, soil, climate, altitudes, oxygen of the air, chemistry of the water, geological history—could perhaps explain the same reality in another, nonsubjective way. Be this as it may, the undeniable attraction of nature in Bulgaria is there, and countless men, far tougher and less sensitive than Prince Boris, have succumbed to it. King Ferdinand, the calculating and scornful Westerner, lost his heart to it only a few years after his arrival. For the crown prince, nature was the passion of his young life, probably the only real one, the place where he looked for peace, warmth, and reassurance. He was also attached to the Bulgarian people and felt closer and more comfortable with them than with his foreign relatives and friends. In fact, in this period of his life, he tended, somewhat naively, to idealize the so-called “simple people,” attributing to them some marvelous purity and nobility of the soul, which is not uncommon with young men who have grown up in seclusive privilege, especially those deprived of family intimacy and affection, as had been the case with Boris.

No, there was no chance of Boris abandoning Bulgaria. Anyhow, things were still not at that point, the question had not been raised. But fall is conducive to this kind of meditation, and the frail prince with the purebred face and the extraordinary gray-blue eyes was a natural worrier.

In Bulgaria, September is the time when the first signs of sadness appear in the air. At the beginning, it is still very subtle, just ephemeral warnings of things coming to an end, momentary twinges drowned immediately in the summer brightness before they have a chance to take shape. It could be a whiff of wind carrying melancholy memories; it could be a shadow, slightly longer today than it was yesterday; or a different cloud over Mount Vitosha, or a nostalgic sound in the cathedral’s carillon when the solemn bells ring for the evening Mass.

For an instant, one realizes that summer is over, the hot, radiant Bulgarian summer. Soon the skies will change color, and their grayness will descend over the red-tiled roofs of villages and towns. The streets’ pavements will shine sadly in the rain, and mud will reclaim the harvested fields. It will be a different land, sadder, shabbier, and darker, as if the lights had dimmed over the set of a cheerful stage, and gloomy music had interrupted a happy festival.

Bulgarians do not always dislike this sadness. Although less than other Slavs and notably less than the Russians (who never pass up an occasion to enjoy a good sob, preferably in company), Bulgarians often indulge in melancholy. In fact, sadness is at the root of their esthetic life. Most Bulgarian art—music, poetry, painting—reflects a fascination with the beauty of sadness. While gaiety, humor, and joie-de-vivre in Bulgaria are earthy, lively and sensual, romance, dreaming, and meditation have invariably a touch of melancholy about them.

September is, nevertheless, usually a delightful month, the month of the pastel colors, the season of ripened vineyards and lush autumn flowers, the time when red-cheeked children flock happily back to school. Before getting ready for the winter sleep, the country basks in the mild September sunshine and seems to indulge in a last voluptuous stretch.

Not this year. The year of the collapse, the end of all dreams and all hope. Bulgaria, the kind of Bulgaria Boris had known, was about to die.

The aide-de-camp reappeared at the door.

“Your Royal Highness, His Majesty is expecting you. Mr. Stambolisky is about to leave.”

There was a special way army officers, and for that matter many Bulgarians who considered themselves true patriots, pronounced the name “Stambolisky.” If intonation could kill, the notorious peasant tribune would have been a dead man a long time since.


CHAPTER I

Defeat and Despair

HE HAD been released from his cell only seven hours ago, at ten o’clock that morning, and it felt strange now, after three years of prison misery, to find himself surrounded by the solemn luxury of the royal palace. A relative luxury, to be sure, as the Sofia palace was by no means Versailles, although the sumptuous tastes and majestic manner of King Ferdinand reminded many people of the Roi-Soleil. It was a rather elegant two-story, French-style structure in dark-yellowish stucco in the very heart of the capital, surrounded by a park and fenced by high walls of the same color.

As Alexander Stambolisky was led through the long dark corridors, he recognized the smell—a mixture of stale air, dried flowers, and freshly waxed parquet—and remembered the echoing footsteps in the silence of the palace. The fiery thirty-nine-year-old peasant leader had been here once before, three years ago, on September 18, 1915, to be precise. It was a dramatic visit that neither he nor King Ferdinand was ever to forget. It had taken place two weeks before Bulgaria entered World War I, when representatives of five opposition parties were reluctantly granted an audience with the monarch in order to express their alarm over the increasing indications that Bulgaria was going to abandon her neutrality in the year-old European conflict. The redoubtable king had received them in his imposing Red Salon hung with silk and damask, flanked by the crown prince Boris, a respectful youth of twenty-one, who listened intensely and politely but said little. He had looked uncomfortable while the opposition leaders criticized the government’s policies; but when Stambolisky had lashed out in an angry, intemperate attack on the king, the young prince had been visibly embarrassed.

As expected, the other visitors had presented strong arguments against Bulgaria’s joining the side of Germany and Austria-Hungary. They had tried to warn King Ferdinand of the devastating consequences a new war could have on the country, still badly wounded after the catastrophic 1912–1913 Balkan Wars. But they had spoken in a courteous manner, as loyal statesmen dissenting from their constitutional monarch. Stambolisky, on the contrary, speaking for the Agrarian party had shown no respect for the king, but had been as violent, rude and insulting as few people had ever dared be in Ferdinand’s intimidating presence. The king had been outraged.

“I will not be intimidated by your threats,” he had shouted angrily. “I have my policy, and I will follow the road I have chosen, because in so doing I will serve my people much better than you.”

“My path,” Stambolisky “retorted, didn’t end catastrophically like yours. This time, if you persist, you’ll pay with your head!”

“Don’t you worry about my head. I am an old man. But you are young; think about your own head!”

Fuming, King Ferdinand had turned his back on the agrarian and gone on talking to the other visitors. The meeting had been a total disaster and on leaving Stambolisky had turned to the young prince: “Let’s hope, at least, that you and I will understand each other one day. It’s clear that a chasm separates your father’s ideas and mine.”

Two weeks later, Bulgaria had joined the war on the side of Germany and Austria, the so-called Central Powers, against France, England, and their allies of the Entente. Stambolisky had been sent to jail for demoralizing the troops and undermining the nation’s war effort.

As he was heading now for his second meeting with King Ferdinand, he could not help feeling bitter about the treatment he had endured because of his disagreement with the monarch. Three years in prison . . . three years in which momentous events had shaken the country. Years of epic struggle, of incredible courage and endurance, of glorious initial victories along with the ephemeral euphoria of fulfilled national dreams. But also years of suffering and sacrifice for the whole nation, of misery and bitter disappointment. Now it was all over. Disaster was looming over the unfortunate Balkan country.

Ten days earlier the front had been breached in Macedonia.
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The military situation had taken a very bad turn in the last few months. Three years before, in October 1915, an Anglo-French expeditionary corps had landed in Greece, with the mission to open a Balkan front and rescue the defeated Serbian army. The positions were established north of Salonika, in Macedonia, the disputed territory between Bulgaria, Serbia, and Greece, over which the three countries had fought in 1913. Bulgaria had lost, and now, with her enemies siding with the Entente, it hoped to recover Macedonia by joining the Central Powers. The Bulgarian army had for a long time held its own against the Anglo-French on the Macedonian front. But the Greeks, although still proclaiming their neutrality, had joined the enemy forces, and the ninety-thousand-man expeditionary corps, including several French colonial regiments, had been continuously reinforced.

The first significant reverses had occurred three-and-a-half months earlier when, in May 1918, Greek and French troops pierced the Bulgarian fortified positions of Houma and Yarebichna, decimating an entire regiment. King Ferdinand had been mortified and enraged. Although alleged to be a Germanophile, the monarch blamed the defeat on the callousness of his German allies. The day after the debacle, he wrote an unusually strong letter to his representative at the German H.Q.:

General Gantchev,

Your rhapsodizing about the German victories is out of tune with the sad events on the front. Thanks to the criminal, heartless and extremely selfish orders of von Ludendorff,1 we remain at 5 divisions, with 50 cannons, against 200 from the Franco-Greeks and, moreover, without a single German soldier in our ranks. May yesterday’s defeat and the massacre of an entire Bulgarian regiment at Houma-Yarebichna fall like a curse over those who, in spite of my furious protests, so mercilessly withdrew their troops and exposed the Bulgarian soldier, against all treaties and laws of interallied solidarity, to evident slaughter! Moreover, these same beasts are now set on starving the Bulgarian people, by refusing to send the flour promised in the treaty.

The picture is really marvelous—hunger and defeat at the front, famine inside the country, the collapse of the Radoslavov cabinet, the opposition and the “narrow-socialists” (Bulgarian Communist party) in full action . . . May your honorable friends in Spa and elsewhere be proud of this great success of theirs! THE KING.

The letter was handwritten in Bulgarian, a language whose syntax and spelling the foreign-born monarch had mastered to near perfection.

In spite of the assurances of his allies, and the optimistic assessments of the situation by his hawkish prime minister Radoslavov, Ferdinand knew that since the beginning of the summer, things had been going from bad to worse. And if he still had any doubts, they were dispelled by the secret report he had received on June 13 by no less a believer in a final victory than the commander-in-chief of the Bulgarian forces, General Nikola Jekov. Having completed an extensive tour of the endangered Macedonian front, the general was sounding the alarm. Distrusting Radoslavov’s government, his classified report was for the king’s eyes only:

“. . . Here on the spot I can witness the increasingly alarming plight of our troops. The food, especially the poor quality bread, is insufficient . . . The troops live from day to day, eating their last rations or borrowing from the German depots. Sometimes they get meat only once a week. Now they are living on vegetables from their own kitchen gardens they keep behind the front line . . . There are no chances for improvement until the next crop.

The scarcity of clothing is even worse. The soldiers are almost naked and barefooted. In some units, 25 percent of the men go without shoes, and their uniforms are in rags. It’s not rare to see the bare flesh showing through the torn and worn blouses and trousers of soldiers who have no underwear . . .

The general saw barefoot soldiers ordered on to bold counter-attacks, expected to charge enemy positions over sharp stones. Their overcoats were in rags, so threadbare they were useless. Instead of caps, some soldiers wore torn sandbags on their heads. “After the autumn rains, the uniforms will be nothing but cobwebs over the soldiers’ bodies, already run-down from long immersion in humid trenches and lack of nourishing food,” Jekov warned. “The officers’ uniforms are equally miserable. By their appearance, they have lost their distinction from those of the troops. Both soldiers and officers feel shame and self-pity . . . Only a fraction of the artillery have enough draft horses for the cannons, thus precluding any major offensive.”

The commander-in-chief urged the king to insist more vigorously on the allies’ obligations, complaining that:

Since April, we have not received any military supplies from the Germans. The total lack of necessities, added to the realization that the war’s end is not near and things will get worse, affects the morale in a disastrous way. Empty stomachs, naked bodies, worries about families back home, and the suspicion that our allies will not earnestly back our national aspirations—all this makes the troops apathetic, in spite of the victories we had been winning so far.

Inflated rumors of corruption and crime back home circulate on the front and anger the troops, magnified by the pitiful state of their supplies. “The guys back home steal and get rich, and look at us!” the soldiers say, pointing to their exposed flesh. The front-line troops have lost all hope and trust in the authorities: “Here we defend the Fatherland with our blood, but back there they sell it for money!”

After describing the troops’ disgust with the government, General Jekov pleaded on behalf of the armed forces for a new “strong, honest, patriotic, nonpartisan government . . . The faults of Radoslavov’s administration are indeed so many and so grave that no counterpropaganda in its defense among the troops is possible.”

Jekov was well aware that the Germans’ attitude was causing a growing popular discontent. It was tolerated in the hopes of fulfilling the national ideal—the liberation of Macedonia, Thrace, Dobrudja. But when Rumania was crushed and the Germans declined to turn liberated Dobrudja over to Bulgaria, mistrust and resentment filled the hearts of the soldiers. “It is the first treaty concerning Bulgaria, and it has already clipped the wings of its national aspirations,” Jekov complained to the king. “It made of Bulgaria, in the words of the soldiers, ‘a sheep that nobody can fleece.’ ”

King Ferdinand had been receiving similar reports for a long time from his son, the crown prince. Many cyphered telegrams of Prince Boris from the front (usually in French, and signed “Rylski”), mentioned the growing antigovernment feelings he had detected among the troops. For example:

Today we visited the 4th Division. Food unsatisfactory. Morale in certain regiments badly shaken. It deteriorated especially during the troops’ transfer from Dobrudja to Macedonia. A number of soldiers infected with various propaganda. Discontent above all directed against the government. There are no deserters but, having not enough to eat, strong complaints against the authorities, saying that everything has been exported, especially that the Germans receive good bread. Some soldiers protest against the war’s duration. Kiss your hand, RYLSKI.

And the following day, June 7, 1918:

Situation in the 3rd Division satisfactory, the soldiers have almost sufficient food, but what is far more critical is the pitiful state of the clothing. In the 5th and 2nd Divisions there are companies in rags. An upsetting thing is that soldiers returning from home leave talk about the tyranny of the tax-collectors in the villages. Biased rumors circulate behind the front, spread no doubt by partisans, in order to disturb the troops. Very devoted, RYLSKI.
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The lackey opened the door and Stambolisky found himself face-to-face with the king.

“Good afternoon, Your Majesty. The war minister informed me that you wanted to see me, and I am at your disposal.”

“Good afternoon, Mr. Stambolisky.”

The grandson of King Louis-Philippe and the farmer’s son from the obscure village of Slavovitza shook hands and sat on chairs facing each other. “So we meet again . . ,” King Ferdinand started cautiously.

“After three full years, Your Majesty.”

“Yes, after three stormy years.”

“And, once more, at a tragic hour.”

“At a very tragic hour!”

“And this tragedy is the result of a definitely bankrupt policy which I foresaw on September 18, 1915,” Stambolisky accused defiantly.

Ferdinand could not ignore the attack. His eyes were full of contempt and his voice turned icy. “This sad result is exactly what you desired. Now you can enjoy the results of your obstinate subversive action, Mr. Stambolisky. All these are your fruits. Yes, yours. You have worked for the disintegration of the front, constantly and systematically, and, finally, you have succeeded in achieving this result. A great result!”

It was the agrarian’s turn to drop every pretense of polite conversation. “Your Majesty, remember that after our first meeting on September 18, 1915, I was sentenced to a maximum-security prison for life and thrown into jail, from which I did not emerge until ten o’clock this morning. Remember, that in jail I was treated like the most dangerous bandit and kept under special supervision by your government; that I was forbidden to see anyone and my letters were censored or burned. You cannot imagine my horrible treatment in prison! How then is it possible that the most strictly guarded prisoner in Bulgaria could be responsible for the collapse of the front? Do I have supernatural powers? Your Majesty, I indignantly reject any accusation of disrupting the front. I had neither the desire nor the capacity to do so.”

Tempestuous, bitter, filled with mutual recriminations, the discussion went on for well over an hour. The men were as different as if they belonged to two totally unrelated worlds. On one side, the overbred, haughty nobleman with his delicate skin, pointed beard and prominent Coburg nose, a consummate master of sarcastic witticisms artfully delivered in a nasal foreign voice. On the other side, the clumsy peasant politician in his ill-fitting suit of coarse cloth, with his unkempt black hair and upturned mustache of a village roué, shrewd and loud, exuding a certain vulgarity but not entirely unattractive in his self-assurance and animal vitality, a charismatic Bulgarian Pancho Villa. To observe the movements of their hands as they exchanged accusations in the gilded palace salon was to understand their dissimilar genealogies. The aristocratic fingers, impeccably manicured and covered with precious gems, rarely unprotected by gloves, almost effeminate, with mannered gestures betraying a highly civilized sensitivity; and, opposite, the chubby plebeian hands with unclean fingernails, massive, callous, and determined; exuberant hands used to farm soil, thriving in handshakes and blows, gesticulating with vigor and arrogance against the unfamiliar brocade backdrop of the French armchair.

And yet, the scene was not totally incongruous. Although it seemed at first sight that no anthropological category could possibly hold both men, no observer could fail to notice the one similarity—each one in his own way was an exceptional man, of superior intelligence, bold and imaginative, a born leader, ambitious, authoritarian, and ruthless. They both knew it, and there was a large dose of respect mixed with the hatred they harbored for each other. In Stambolisky’s eyes, Ferdinand was the archetype of the despot, while the king considered the agrarian leader a master of demagoguery. But today they shared the same overriding interest, and a similar fear. That was what made their encounter not only possible, but necessary.

On September 15 the Bulgarian lines on the Macedonian front were broken at the crucial point of Dobro-Polé, and the fall was turning into a rout. The Franco-British forces were advancing on the Bulgarian border, and the defeated troops, exhausted, hungry, and demoralized, were retreating in an ugly, mutinous mood. There was no time to waste; a catastrophe was imminent. As increasing number of units were openly revolting against their commanding officers; the government had to concede that the last chance of propping up the collapsing front was to seek the aid of Stambolisky, the mutineers’ hero and foremost pacifist and critic of the king’s policies.

It was a bitter pill to swallow for the imperious ruler. But the situation was all but hopeless, and he did not have any choice. “Something has to be done,” he said, in a resigned voice, so out of character. “I thought hard. I pondered and reconsidered all options, but I still don’t find the solution.”

“Your Majesty, there is nothing left to reconsider. What is needed now is to act quickly. You almost gave the answer. The war minister told me that you were ready to agree to a proposal for an armistice. I approve entirely; the idea is reasonable and still possible. I beg you, in the country’s interest, to act rapidly on this proposal, to comply totally and sincerely and wait for the enemy’s answer. There is absolutely no other option. The continuation of the war will mean the ruin of Bulgaria.”

“But what will the enemy say?”

“I suppose they’ll demand our retreat back to the frontiers we had before October 1915. They’ll ask us to lay down our arms and abandon our present allies.”

“But this means capitulation.”

“Total capitulation.”

“Shameful capitulation!”

“Inevitable capitulation.”

“And this does not disturb you?”

“As a Bulgarian, of course, it hurts me deeply. But as a politician, I predicted this sad end. I expected it. It could have been avoided if there had been bright and brave men in the country willing to sign a separate peace while there was still time.”

“Unthinkable, impossible! It would have been monstrous treason, which I could never have committed.”

The tempers flared anew. The politician’s insolence and the monarch’s contempt interrupted the precarious truce for a moment before the two men were able to resume their discussion, for they had urgent business to finish. The question was, “How can we save Bulgaria?” as Stambolisky put it grandiloquently.

His self-assurance was inflated because two days before the king’s emissaries had visited him in prison to sound him out about eventually participating in the government. Then came the invitation for the palace visit. Obviously, he was a badly needed man, and he was not going to let the king forget it.

“I am glad to see that you appreciate my abilities,” he said, undeterred by modesty. “Let me confess that I highly respect your talent as a student of the human soul, and I am pleased and proud that, in spite of all that has happened between us, you find me capable of governing the nation that your pupils, by their incompetence have exposed to terrible ordeals. I also believe in my ability to take care of the most difficult government problems . . . But let’s come back to the vital question: what should be done at this moment? I insist that you agree immediately and without reservation to an armistice! Anything else would be stupid and fatal.”

The time had come to speak of concrete matters, and the king asked Stambolisky what he suggested be done.

“The front must be consolidated at all costs so we can hold firm until our armistice offer is accepted,” answered the Agrarian leader. “Then the roving units who have abandoned the front and are marching on Sofia must be stopped before they turn into savage mobs and cause extensive damage. I discussed this with the war minister, and we agreed that I and the representatives of other political groups and the War Ministry should use all our influence to reassure the troops. We should rush to the most endangered section of the front. I am ready to take on the mission.”

To Ferdinand, the proposal made sense. In fact, he had no choice. The situation was so desperate that, distasteful as it was for him to accept favors from “this horrible man,” he eagerly welcomed the idea. He stood up and extended his hand.

“A wonderful idea, Mr. Stambolisky! Let me shake your hand and congratulate you! Leave right away! You’ll render a great service to me and to the country.”

For once, the two men seemed to agree. As Stambolisky was about to leave, Ferdinand asked him, “You know my son, the crown prince? Would you like to talk to him?”

“With great pleasure, Your Majesty.”

He was sincere. Only moments before, when the king was bitterly accusing him of being motivated by antidynastic hatred, Stambolisky corrected him by saying that while disgruntlement against Ferdinand personally had indeed assumed menacing proportions, it was not necessarily directed against the royal institution itself. “I repeat,” the avowed republican had said, “that there is no resentment in our country against the dynasty, against the crown prince. He enjoys greater popularity than any politician who might try to compete with him, under another form of government.”

Stambolisky remarked that Prince Boris had frequently visited the front and was aware
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