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This is a love story, an adventure tale and an account of the perpetual migrations of restless souls. 

I come from generations of migrants. Believe me this is a weird thing to discover about yourself if you are a Bulgarian, born in Bulgaria to a long line of Bulgarian ancestors, in a Communist state where all people were (supposedly) equal and homogenised by nationality and culture as much as by anything else, and where ‘emigrant’ was equivalent to ‘traitor’ in the full legal meaning of the term, guaranteeing time in jail or a lifetime in exile. 

My mother’s parents and their parents were refugees – Bulgarians who happened to live beyond the new borders of their homeland, drawn by the not particularly generous ‘Great Powers’ in the Treaty of Neuilly after the First World War. They were forced to abandon their ancestral homes and migrate to this new, small (but officially European) country called Bulgaria. Their lives were marked by struggle, poverty and exclusion. Coming from far away they were inevitably different. Outsiders. 

Then at the height of industrialisation during the age of the ‘maturing socialism’ of the 70’s my parents moved from their home village to the big city – remote not just geographically, but culturally and ideologically as well. I grew up as an immigrant and didn’t even know it. Again among poverty and isolation. Again we were different. We didn’t belong.

My husband is also an heir to emigrants. His father’s family were refugees called Madjuri (derived from the Turkish-Arabic word “Muhajir” meaning migrant, foreigner) - Bulgarians from Aegean Thrace. His mother was exiled as a child from her hometown by the communists, in the finest traditions of the Peoples Revolution. Once again poverty, cultural shock and a long, painful process of adaptation. 

We in turn migrated to New Zealand no less, continuing the migration tradition. With such a family heritage we simply had no choice. Our daughter comes from a long line of migrants, heir to the family tradition. I dare not guess where my grandchildren will live one day (the Moon most likely, or Mars). 

As we were battling the cultural shock in the foreign, unimaginably distant, painfully different country, I couldn’t help noticing parallels with the struggles of my family in the big city. The differences weren’t that many. Similarities were much more pronounced. Then I came across the term “internal migration” and it dawned on me that this is what we are – by choice, by faith and by spirit - migrants. 

Migration doesn’t necessarily require crossing borders. It isn’t a temporary phenomenon, nor is it limited geographically, nor predetermined economically, historically, politically. It isn’t bound by passports. Emigration is a state of mind, self-definition of belonging to that restless part of humanity that can’t sit still and doesn’t know peace. My favourite Yavorov’s (famous Bulgarian Poet) verse, captures the essence of the migrant’s soul:

“Still this longing in the spirit, 

still this wandering on roads 

without end in sight. 

And eyes forever rushing forward

to the tomorrow’s day 

not able a harbour to find. “

Maybe that’s why I never perceived our life in New Zealand as exile and emigration as martyrdom, as it is the custom (and pretty much a patriotic obligation) in the Bulgarian cultural and literary tradition. Our life in Aotearoa was a challenge and a lifetime adventure, a love affair and a hilarious comedy (with just the tiny bit of drama) in a land, regarded by the rest of the world as the last Eden on Earth. 

This book is my humble attempt to tell the story of our hardship and joy, suffering and fun, the mundane and the extraordinary, the adventurous and the banal, that we faced during our six years in New Zealand. It is about the friends we found. The clichés we wrestled. The wonders we witnessed. The people we met. The lessons we learned. The country we reluctantly, but helplessly fell in love with. 

About Aotearoa – The Land Of The Long White Cloud. 

About New Zealand – at the end of the world.



​12. September.2002


Finally in New Zealand! All alive and (surprisingly) in one piece! 

It was a very long and exhausting trip, and we are dead tired. On the other hand it was an opportunity to see places that otherwise my feet would never have tread. Boyana and I visited the Acropolis, fed the pigeons in the Athens square, sampled delicious Greek specialties and generally behaved as carefree tourists, while waiting for our next flight. Singapore, however, wasn’t as pleasant - the weather was unbearably hot and humid, the food too exotic, and the city so extraordinary, the local culture so unusual, the people so different that it was simply too shocking to enjoy. 

At the airport before the flight to Auckland, while waiting at the gate I got really scared. For the first time then I realised that I have taken my child to the ends of the earth. Literally. All passengers around us were Asians or Polynesians, heavily tattooed, in flip-flops or barefoot, with Indian saris or turbans, big dark-skinned men stripped to the waist, with neck bone amulets and sarong skirts, women wearing exotic flowers in their gorgeous long hair. All speaking tongues, carrying surfboards, guitars, bundles and sellotaped boxes in addition to the suitcases. Very much like that scene from “Star Wars” – the bizarre intergalactic bar with the most amazing aliens in even more extraordinary outfits. Well, I’ve always wanted to travel in space, discover distant stars and extra-terrestrial life. And here I am - my childhood wish has been granted. We have arrived on another planet! 

Auckland airport is very small, thrown in the middle of a patchwork blanket of green pastures and residential quarters, floating in the mighty endless ocean. It felt as if we were doing an emergency landing in someone’s backyard. All I could see through the window were sheep and meadows. Nine-year-old Boyana, who has been exposed to one-too-many jokes about New Zealanders and sheep (and has obviously heard that for every human there are 60 sheep inhabitants of the islands), asks anxiously “Mum, will they give us the sheep straight away at the airport then?” Well, the view from the window makes me wonder too. 

Finally arrived! 

It was such a relief to see familiar faces again! Rumen (our loving husband and father, who had arrived 4 month earlier) and Ivo (a dear Bulgarian friend – the only other living soul we know on this side of the Equator) met us at the airport and took us on a long sightseeing trip by car to show us the amazing beauty of New Zealand, of which I have no recollection whatsoever. For the last three days I had only had a total of six hours of sleep between all the adventures in the foreign lands and encounters with the local aliens, I just couldn’t take any more in. 

Our new home is in a town named Warkworth – small, unpretentious, green, tidy and cute as a postcard. About one hundred kilometres north of Auckland, nestled in the serene woods by the Mahurangi River, which is impressive and beautiful at high tide, but looks like a pitiful mud puddle when the tide is low. The whole town resembles a park - green, beautiful and carefully maintained. A dream born in the mind of a passionate gardener with a wild imagination. 

Most houses here are spacious (by Bulgarian standards), rectangular, non-sophisticated, single-level, open-plan type, like bungalows lying amidst splendid gardens. Nature is incredibly beautiful! Fern trees, palms and other exotic plants everywhere! Some areas look just like a prehistoric Jurassic Park. I can’t help but half expect to see tyrannosaurs rex lurching under the fern-trees on the other side of the river. Courtyards are like the gardens of Eden – green, maintained, flowering, colourful. Gigantic Calla lilies (exotic and expensive flowers in Bulgaria) carpet the meadows and are basically a weed. There are no fences in our town. I have not seen any dogs so far but there are millions of cats in our neighbourhood. And tonnes of birds sing strange exotic songs in the trees. 

Rumen works for a company that installs satellite dishes, antennas, receivers and stuff. So naturally we don’t have a fridge yet, our child sleeps on an inflatable mattress on the floor and when we invite guests they have to bring their own chairs and forks, but the living room boasts a TV set and satellite TV. Even more predictable and inevitable is the fishing boat mounted on a trailer, planted in the middle of a flower bed. Weird extra-terrestrial garden species in full blossom. Rumen claims that in New Zealand not having a boat and God forbid not going fishing, is a most suspicious behaviour. If on top of it you happened to be a foreigner too, the neighbours would immediately be convinced that you were a terrorist or at least a mass-child-killer. (This is 2002 – just one year after 9/11 – foreigners are universally regarded with suspicion. The dark Balkan types presumably more so.) Now, we don’t want to be perceived as a number one social enemy, do we? Hence – the boat. 

Okay, this concludes my first report from the far-away lands of Aotearoa. And it is just about time for me to finally retire in peace and sleep undisturbed for at least one hundred years. 

Green greetings from the other side of the world! 

Your New Zealand Sleeping Beauty
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The Upside-Down World
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I never particularly liked the world described in ‘Through the Looking Glass’ (too surrealistic for my dialectical-materialism-Marxism-Leninism-brainwashed childhood), but now I regret that I can’t remember details of Alice’s adventures. Maybe there was some valuable advice on how to survive when everything is turned upside-down. 

As if it isn’t enough that New Zealand is down there, on the opposite side of the Earth’s globe, so we walk upside-down here and the trees grow downwards, the North is warm and the South cold, it’s a bright day here when it’s a deep night in Bulgaria, and we endure the coldest winter here when Europe enjoys the heat of mid-summer. Even the water in the sink drain rotates clockwise (anyone who has read Umberto Eco or studied physics would know that this is because of the whim of some Coriolis character) while in the northern hemisphere water rotates counter-clockwise, but here they have also introduced a left-hand side traffic and righ-thand side steering wheel cars. And just to top it off some seriously disturbed Japanese designer has put the indicator lever on the right-hand side, and the windscreen wipers control – on the left. Nightmare! 

Any normal European driver with normally developed reflexes when turning into a street will look to the left first, then to the right. In New Zealand you look repeatedly and with an increased concern in all directions, turning your head like a cat watching a Ping-Pong game, especially if there isn’t another car on the road to give you a hint on the expected traffic direction. Then with a confident gesture you turn on the windscreen wipers, and only after their squeaky scraping over dry glass assails your ears you remember with a jolt where the indicator lever is. Each time you reach for the gear stick your hand inevitably grabs the door handle instead, and at the numerous roundabouts you turn counter-clockwise of course, only to see the astonished faces of the other road users and remember with a startle that here the road rules are the other way around and upside-down. Everything is upside-down! 

You are perpetually perplexed (and terrified) to see in the rear-vision mirror that the car behind you has no driver at all (in the left-hand side seat), or the driver is a dog, hanging excitedly its long tongue through the window. And to top it up, the rules for giving way at an intersection are not quite opposite to the European rules. In New Zealand the left turning vehicles give way to the right turning ones. Just imagine if in Europe the right turning vehicles were waiting for the left turning ones, which in turn waited for the non-turning traffic. The result is a lengthy and absolutely pointless waiting, lots of wild hand-waving and gesturing in order to indicate our intentions to give each other way and to politely thank everybody afterwards. (If you thought the Italians were gesturing too much when driving, you should see the sign language exchange at any New Zealand intersection.) Apparently some time ago there was a referendum to abolish this ridiculous road rule, but the kiwis didn’t agree. They are so used to it now and God forbid someone, somewhere might get confused with the new rule and create a dangerous traffic situation. No, no, no! It would be too much stress and effort for the relaxed layback nature of the kiwis. No. We would rather wait till drop. Besides, this makes us that much more unique. 

But the most startling upside down aspect is not the nature or the traffic. It is the people’s behaviour. When you meet a stranger in the park, he or she won’t look away and pass by in silence. No, of course not – this would be so rude and improper! So un-kiwilike. Instead they look straight into your eyes, smile and give a long (and absolutely unprovoked) speech about the weather (always!), how beautiful the park looks today (sometimes), or how cute is that puppy over there (occasionally), ask about your day (without failure), whether you have enjoyed it and aren’t you happy to be here. If you give in to the temptation to smile back in response and gather your very poor and very shy English language skills to emit some assertive noises, an immediate introduction will follow and a long talk about where is your unusual accent from, how do you like New Zealand, where (not if!) do you go fishing and eventually (and inevitably) you and your family get an invitation for tea. (Which you are soon to find out – the hard and embarrassing way - doesn’t involve drinking hot herbal infusions at all, but is actually dinner. Why can’t kiwis just say so is one of the biggest mysteries of Aotearoa.) 

In the supermarket, while scanning your purchases the girl at the cashier isn’t grunting and sulking as someone who has been carrying the whole world’s worries on her shoulders (most appropriate behaviour in Bulgarian shops), but she chatters happily, questions you at length about the weather outside – isn’t it a bit windy today (sometimes I am tempted to say “no” just to see if everyone is going to rush outside to witness this unseen miracle), do you like fish (because I have canned tuna in my shopping basket) and where did you go fishing last weekend (again – where, not if). Yeah, the full moon these last few days was bad for fishing, but next week will be good for fishermen (kiwis plan their fishing trips according to the Maori fishing calendar, based on Moon phases and some other celestial advice). Where is your lovely accent from, ah, how interesting, and where about is this place? Europe?! How nice! How do you like New Zealand, it is so beautiful here, isn’t it? 

Opening a bank account is a whole new ordeal, but not because of bureaucratic obstacles – they simply don’t exist in Kiwiland. It’s just that lady bank officer you are dealing with has no other urgent work obviously and is so radiant that you simply can’t leave without appearing extremely rude and offending her. After hearing the full story of her family’s arrival here, the difficulties and cultural shocks they encountered, and an extensive report on the peculiarities of the local climate, you move on to the topics of buying a home, mortgage types, a few funny stories about customers who have made wrong decisions and finally, after half an hour of non-binding small talk you leave the building with a bunch of brochures and business cards in your hand, and of course, with the vital debit card in your pocket. (The painful face muscle strain is a free bonus - from all the wide smiling and vigorous nodding.) 

Should I even mention that when you have stopped at some random intersection in an unfamiliar part of town, frantically leafing through the road-map pages, unable to decide which way to turn, desperately trying to remember how to switch-off the stupid screeching screen wipers and wondering in astonishment where the hell has the gear stick gone, the other drivers don’t get on the horn, don’t swear, don’t even make obscene gestures at you, but kindly come to your driver’s window to ask if you need help. Without a trace of irony (or God forbid sarcasm!) in their voice! 

Upside-down world!

​
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​What’s the Weather Like in Heaven?
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As a welcoming gesture on the occasion of our arrival in New Zealand, the local climate in treacherous collaboration with the local meteorologists, conducted a highly accelerated, extended and generously upgraded crash training course on the very popular topic in this part of the world - rain. 

We had the very non-unique opportunity to enjoy all the aggregate states of water, which, with all due respect to the physicists, count far more than three. In one day alone we witnessed torrential tropical rain (causing spectacular floods in two major towns), a gentle spring rain (spitting relentlessly for hours), hail, fog, showers and some sort of a delicate water dust flying aimlessly in the wind. Then there was frost, rain, another variety of rain, thick steam rising from the ground becoming clouds straight before our unbelieving eyes, and some other, new brand of rain, yet to be discovered by weather science. Then it rained, and rained again, and again, and again. 

There were also demonstrations of some combined visual weather effects – rain and sun, rain and wind, fog and wind and other seemingly impossible combinations. But mainly the majestic efforts of all natural forces were concentrated in the production of spectacular, colourful, high quality, extra-high resolution, full screen, from horizon to horizon rainbows. Magnificent and dreamy. In uncountable quantities. I am not sure about the ‘long white cloud’ (most clouds I see are sort of greyish), but New Zealand could easily be named The Land of the Thousand Rainbows.

And just when I naively thought we had mastered the most important part of the curriculum, we moved on to the next topic - winds. Once again, a complete crash course - a small local storm (only 120 km/h), some characteristic local wind, breeze, a cold south wind (special import for our sake - directly from Antarctica), warm wind from the North, several excellent well-defined cyclonic winds and not a single moment of calm, if only for a change, or an element of surprise. The clouds in the sky rush at such a frantic pace that it is as if they are special effects in a movie, when the director wants to imply how quickly time passes. 

This casual demonstration of mighty power by the natural forces makes me feel small, insignificant and ephemeral. Air temperatures in our town vary mostly between ten and twenty degrees Celsius, with very few exceptions, independent of any season. The temperature of the ocean water is also mostly constant. New Zealand meteorologists have the easiest job in the world! If you predict that tomorrow the weather will be eventful, rainy, and windy, with temperatures between 11 and 19 degrees, you will be right 90% of the time. The remaining 10% can always be blamed on a computer error or a natural phenomenon – global warming seems to be a popular culprit these days. 

Only, predicting the wind direction is a mission impossible. Even local fishermen and sailors admit that there is no telling when and where it is going to blow from next. There is only one constant – it will be windy. Sometimes it even blows from two different directions simultaneously. As if the skies can’t make their mind up, but still don’t give up and keep bringing winds from all corners of the world. 

After we mastered the second part of the course on local climate, we were granted a short break. A well-deserved one. Two days sun without hurricanes and water only in the form of morning dew. And astonishingly - no rainbows! We were relieved to discover that somewhere, high above the clouds, in some other cosmic reality, the sky is still blue. (In New Zealand it is easy to forget this simple fact.)

Listening to the water soaking into the soil, for the first time in my life the poetic expression “to hear the grass grow” made sense to me. To our neighbours, however, this sound must have been unusual, because they rushed as one to water their lawns and gardens. God forbid the mud dries out! Some got overly enthusiastic and climbed on the roofs of their houses to wash them. And I have not even mentioned the cars yet - they get washed three times a day. Every single person around here is obsessed with water. A whole nation of waterholics! 

As we finally got a chance to look around on a sunny day, it appeared that New Zealand was a very beautiful place indeed. Everything is green. And I mean everything. Where there isn’t green from grass, it is green from moss, mould and mildew. The visual effect of all this green stuff is fantastic! If the sun shows its face just for a moment the whole world shines bathed in gentle spring freshness. All year round. A joke supposedly invented for Florida (or some claim Melbourne) is very topical here too: “If you don’t like the weather in New Zealand, just wait for five minutes.” 

In the bizarre antipodean upside-down world of “Through the looking glass” sun and rain alternate with such speed that you could never be dressed appropriately.



​10. October.2002


We are so cold in New Zealand! 

Supposedly subtropical and evergreen, but actually cool and windy. Nights are straight forward cold, although in the daytime we wear short sleeves. Our house is spacious with an open plan, no doors and dividing walls, and obviously was never intended to be heated - no fireplace or chimney for that matter. Theoretically we could get an electric heater, of course, but the shops don’t sell the really powerful ones we used to use in Bulgaria, so we have to get by with some small inefficient radiators (hugging them in turns) and learn to dress warm. 

When visiting friends (native New Zealanders) we wisely wear one extra layer of clothing because they don’t even try to warm up their spacious barn-like houses. They walk barefoot on the linoleum, don’t appear to feel the cold and even if I ask them to light-up the fireplace, they say there was no need. Not that they are tight, on the contrary – New Zealanders are the most kind and generous people I have ever encountered - but they believe it is unhealthy to be warm. They defy diseases with cold. 

Going shopping requires a jacket, because the temperature in the supermarket is no different than the one in my fridge. This doesn’t stop New Zealanders from walking barefoot on the ice-cold cement while shopping, but has a sobering effect on me and saves me from bankruptcy. Bluish and with chattering teeth I walk out as quickly as possible, long before I had a chance to give in to temptation and buy all the unseen exotic goods from the shelves. 

Boyana and I visit the store as if it is a museum of consumer art. We spend much time just gazing at the unfamiliar packages, guessing by the colourful pictures what the content might be (we both don’t speak or read English). Every day we come home with some new discovery. It might be coconut milk one time, another time an unseen vegetable, canned onions or a chocolate fish (!!). My kitchen has become a laboratory for culinary experiments. Sometimes successful, other times not so much. I still can’t get used to the fact that the table salt here is not as salty as it is in Bulgaria and the sugar is not as sweet. Our much loved Bulgarian summer savoury is unheard of and I just can’t find plain unsweetened yogurt. Instead the local shops display at least a dozen different types of cooking oil (as opposed to just one – sunflower oil in Bulgarian shops) and an even bigger variety of milk (with different fat, calcium and God only knows what else contents, even non-diary milk!!! What the hell is milk with no milk in it?! Or is it just my poor English that gets me here?). 

There is an incredible variety of cheeses, pre-washed potatoes (no need to peel them), staggering choice of ice cream (all of the million different flavours are amazingly good). Eggs are sold by size (best is Number 7, we think). Chickens too (we prefer number 5). Capsicums and eggplants are priced per piece, not per kilo. And after a long period of relentless shelf exploration I finally found the filo pastry! (Disguised in cartons and well hidden behind the frozen vegetables.) 

Very disappointing is the pronounced lack of the European variety in cakes and desserts. There is nothing like the layered exuberant tortes that we ate at home, the crèmes, parfaits and melbas. Instead here is quite popular the carrot cake. I remember a joke from my childhood about the bunny who wanted carrot cake. It ends with: “It’s disgusting, right?” Well, the New Zealand carrot cake is not disgusting at all. Actually it is very good, but ubiquitous and there is little else on the sweets front (unless your idea of dessert is a biscuit). This is the biscuit country. Hundreds of different types of biscuits line whole aisles in the supermarkets. Forget about the ‘long white clouds’ and the ‘thousands rainbows’ – the most appropriate name for this place is The Land of the Numberless Biscuits and the Great Biscuit Eaters. So I rolled up sleeves to bake cakes. My family highly approves of the muffins - small fruity (or chocolate) cakes baked individually in paper cup shapes. 

We have an addition to the family - a cat. Her official name is Missy, but I’ve renamed her Matsa (bulgarian word for cat). She managed to escape and get lost twice already and I just don’t want to recall the wet muddy gullies and dripping bushes I had to crawl into to save her from exile and starvation. She is now under a strict house arrest and we all take turns to check hundreds of times a day if she hasn’t run away again. We took her from the local animal shelter (SPCA) and had to give written pledges that we will take good care of her. Volunteers from the shelter came twice already to make sure she is happy with us. They told me she had had a difficult childhood (in a family with wild boys) and might have developed trust issues. I sincerely hope she would soon get used to us and we could finally be friends. 

A local spring festival – the famous Kowhai Festival - begins tomorrow in our town and we hope it will bring some fun for a few days. Otherwise our only entertainment in the afternoons is to walk to the park and feed the ducks when (if) it doesn’t rain.
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A Little Bit of History
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In New Zealand the length of history is really not much at all (compared with the Old World). It begins around 13-th century with the arrival of the mysterious Polynesian islanders, who called themselves Moa Hunters and were ancestors of the Maori (the indigenous New Zealand inhabitants). According to the legend, the first settlers arrived in primitive canoes from their native island (and to this day it is not certain exactly where it was), settled in various parts of Aotearoa (the Maori name for New Zealand, meaning “The Land Of the Long White Cloud”) and then for several centuries nothing much happened (if we don’t count the intertribal wars of course), until the British came. 

Actually, the Dutchman Abel Tasman was the first one to discover the South Island in the 17th century, but the Maoris behaved very warlike, killed some of his men, and it turned out that this new land was not the mythical southern continent, which his mission sought, so he promptly called it Nieuw Zeeland (yes, with so many letters, no less) after the name of the Dutch province of Zeeland and hurriedly left its shores forever. Back in the Netherlands Tasman pronounced both of his great discoveries - New Zealand and New Holland (Australia) inhospitable and unpromising, and their potential colonisation a fruitless and unnecessary endeavour. 

A whole century later the Briton James Cook (he wasn’t a great captain yet but a mere lieutenant), seeking this same great south continent, predicted by the ancient Greeks in the Pacific Ocean, landed on the North Island. This time the Maoris were friendlier so the island was claimed in the name of the British Empire and Her Majesty the Queen. 

For a while the place was inhabited mainly by whalers, shipwrecked fishermen and prison-escapees from Australia (at that time the population of Australia was mainly formed by deported British prisoners) and quite rightly earned its worldwide fame as “The Hellhole of the Pacific”. 

The British brought to these pristine lands European diseases, alcohol and firearms. All three proved equally disastrous for the local population. Due to the low cost of the weapons (you could sell to the stupid white people a useless uninhabited small island for two whole muskets or even a bottle of wine) one of the native tribes inhabiting the North Island acquired enough firing guns to almost exterminate, in inter-tribal wars, the entire population on the island (which due to its warmer climate was the more populous of the two). So for just a few decades Maori population was reduced to literally a handful of people. Only in the late 20th century has the number of Maoris increased and is now over 300 000. 

At the end of the 19th century, gold was discovered on the South Island and it predetermined the fate of this godforsaken place. White settlers flocked to the island in huge numbers and with them came civilization. They built roads, bridges, ports, deforested huge areas, established sheep farms, simply buying land from the Maoris for small change. 

Eventually it became clear that a little misunderstanding had occurred. The Maoris were not familiar with the concept of ​​private property, and when the white men offered them a deal they accepted it without much comprehension. It later turned out that the Maoris consider the land ownership a collective affair. Every individual felt free to sell their share but no one could act on behalf of the whole community. Also there were large taboo areas with special spiritual value that were not available for sale. And, of course there was the issue with the crown – the land belonged to the Queen and so the settlers couldn’t just buy it legally from the locals. 

Inevitably unrest and bloodshed followed, but in the end partially by the power of the gun, partially by mediation and negotiation, sometimes by haggling and additional payments, agreement between the British Empire and the local population was achieved. 

To this day there are endless disputes, political debates and lawsuits over exactly what was agreed to with the Treaty of Waitangi - the document which declared New Zealand part of the British Empire and the local people subjects of Her Majesty the Queen. The reason - Maori and English translations were (some claim deliberately) different. Some Maori leaders even view the Treaty as a fraud. But how could the Maori signing the wretched document understand its real meaning if their language was lacking legal terms whatsoever and the unfortunate English translator had to deal with expressions such as “the shadow of the land” or “the home of the Mother Goddess”?! Not to mention that the whole document was scratched hastily in the confusion, because there had been rumours that French colonists ships were approaching New Zealand with the intention to establish a French colony on the South Island. 

To this day there are numerous Maori claims requesting ownership of the land to be returned to the traditional owners, or compensations to be paid for the bicentennial use of its resource. There was even a case when the Maori Party demanded compensation from NASA, because spaceships and satellites had crossed the Aotearoa’s skies without permission. (NASA didn’t dignify these claims with an answer.) Once again – how silly and provincial I have been to think that Bulgarian politicians are the funniest bunch of idiots in the Universe. Well, they’ve got rivals on this side of the world. 

But let’s get back to the history – in addition to the gold diggers, whalers, escaped convicts and all sorts of misfits, to this pristine world rushed missionaries, scientists, idealists (who couldn’t find their place and peace in the wild jungle of capitalism), adventurers, romantics (who believed in the existence of an earthly paradise), devoted Christians and inspired social engineers. All of them worked hard to materialise their dreams and while they were rather misaligned, unlike the cart of the eagle, crab and pike (a popular Bulgarian folktale about three friends, the eagle, crab and pike who were trying to move a cart in three different directions simultaneously – upward, backward and downward - and failed) the local cart moved somewhat in the right direction. In the early 20th century, New Zealand had made a new name for itself – as a place of unprecedented social experiments and changes. 

This in turn attracted new crowds of idealists and romantics resulting in more social change. New Zealand is very proud of the fact that it was the first country in the world to give women the right to vote. The country was also among the first few to introduce free health care, education, social assistance, disability and old age pensions. New Zealanders are also proud of their egalitarian, classless society. For us Bulgarians this isn’t a big deal, but for the descendants of the Victorian Brits with the prejudices of their class, their culture and traditions, it is a noticeable achievement. 

Oh, I forgot to mention that after World War II, which involved many casualties (as well as WWI), New Zealand finally severed the umbilical cord with the “motherland” and since 1947 has been an independent state and a member of the Commonwealth, which means the Queen’s birthday is still celebrated as a national holiday and there is a special carved throne for her in the Parliament House, but otherwise the New Zealand politics aren’t much concerned with the crown. As a result of the government’s immigration policy over the decades they have encouraged at different times large groups of Dutch, Polynesians, Eastern and Western Europeans, Chinese, Indians, Koreans, white and black South Africans, other Africans, many Hong Kongese, South Americans, Iraqis and refugees from all disturbed corners of the planet. So the locals, although mostly of English origin, don’t consider themselves British. They have their own nationality with which they are very proud and call themselves “kiwis“ in the name of the national symbol – the wingless bird kiwi. 

There are three official languages in New Zealand – English, Maori and sign language. 

Stress is a totally unfamiliar phenomenon, except for perhaps just some of the residents of Auckland - the largest and (according to the rest of the population) most non-New Zealand city in the country. People are virtuous and innocent as children, friendly, tolerant and open minded, and are trying very hard to be “green” i.e., maintain a healthy lifestyle and at the same time protect the environment. The newspapers are full of ads for work like: “Volunteers needed for book-binding in the library,” “Looking for volunteers to care for old people “,” The museum needs volunteers “, “Invitation for volunteers to maintain city parks” and so on. Even the lifeguards on the beaches and the firefighters in this country are volunteers. Every citizen is expected to engage in a voluntary action for the common good and most people do, without fuss or expectations for recognition, with a sense of moral duty and the simplest human compassion for suffering and the downtrodden. Almost like in the communist principle: each one according to their abilities, everyone - as for their needs. 

In a nutshell - if anyone wants to see developed socialism in action, from an utopian novel (not the type practiced in communist states in the 20th century and today), go to New Zealand. Foreigners here complain that life is boring. Well, Heaven is boring. For anyone wanting to live interestingly, I strongly recommend a visit to the small Eastern European country on the west coast of the Black Sea. An action packed experience is guaranteed there.
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And a Bit of Pre-History
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Anyone who has had as much as a glimpse of the beauty of New Zealand remains absolutely stunned by the unique sights and scenery of the evergreen, ever-blooming and amazingly variable plant species, strange birds and insects, and eventually begins to dig through books to find out and try to understand why the hell everything is so different here. 

My personal investigations revealed the following: it appears that New Zealand is part of the first piece of land to break off and drift away from the ancient mega-continent Gondwana. Australia and Antarctica broke away much later and the other continents separated even more recently. The result of all this haste is that New Zealand has drifted far-far-away and its land has fragmented and mostly sank. All that is left now is a bunch of islands with unparalleled volcanic activity.

On the big continent the evolution of species continued - after ferns and conifers broadleaf plants emerged, then reptiles, amphibians, birds and mammals popped into existence, and finally – the humans. While on the distant volcanic islands as in a time machine only a small portion of prehistoric species survived. Their efforts to evolve for thousands of years in their limited numbers and specific environment didn’t get them very far. 

When somewhere around 13 century the first canoes with Polynesians reached the green shores of this distant land the newcomers found a pristine world without any fruit-giving plants, no grains either, but with coastal waters teeming with fish and forests full of unseen birds. Millions of birds! Loud birds! The human invaders could hear the birdsongs even before they could see the land. 

People brought with them some fruit, possibly insect larvae, dogs, possibly rats and other small predators, began to grow and cultivate a root crop, which today is called Kumara (in other parts of the world known as sweet potatoes), began to cut down trees and thus damaged irreversibly the delicate ecological balance in the last paradise on earth. 

The birds were unseen, because in the absence of predatory mammals pushing them to evolve they turned into wingless birds. Very tasty and absolutely helpless. People immediately got busy with their extermination. Dozens of unique species have disappeared forever in the next few centuries. In various ways. For example, the huge prehistoric bird moa was erased from the face of Earth even before the arrival of white people. All that is left are well preserved skeletons which scientists have reconstructed and can be seen in the museums today. They are big! According to Maori legends the moa meat was very good. There wasn’t a larger animal on the islands. Again, according to the Maori, its one leg only was bigger than a tall man (and mind you the Maoris are no small guys). 

On a small island, further into the ocean lived endemic wingless birds (I can’t remember their name, and it probably doesn’t matter - they no longer exist). On the islet in more civilized times a lighthouse was built and a lighthouse keeper moved to live there. He was a strange man – lived alone, his only companion was his cat. I don’t know what happened with the guard (articles don’t say), but the cat was busy – it ate all the unique birds. To the very last one. A single British museum keeps a single stuffed specimen - the only evidence of their existence. 

My other favourite New Zealand tale with a moral is about rabbits. I remember from my school history textbooks that the “rabbits ate the farmers” in Australia – they proliferated in huge numbers in the predators-free territory and devastated the grass, thus ruining sheep farmers. We all know, way too well that no one ever learns from history. So, exactly the same thing happened in New Zealand. When the situation became intolerable the government decided to take action against this scourge and announced a reward for every dead rabbit, presumably to encourage farmers to exterminate the vermin. The campaign lasted several years spent a mass of tax-payers money, but surprisingly didn’t make ​​any progress in reducing the rabbit population. Parliament appointed a commission to investigate the causes. They proved to be economical - every farmer, shooting rabbits and receiving money for it was secretly breeding and releasing them in the wild to secure easy government money for the future. (Kiwi farmers are a clever bunch.) 

The next step government took, was to import from England and Europe foxes that would naturally regulate the rabbit population. Makes sense right? Foxes, however, as is well known from children’s books, aren’t stupid either - why chase fast running rabbits when they could effortlessly catch wingless birds? So wingless birds were decimated, only certain species miraculously survived on isolated islands, today – national reserves, and foxes in turn become the new scourge for farmers and were also subjected to destruction. I am not sure what happened to the rabbits, I think everybody just gave up and let them be, because to this day New Zealand is teeming with rabbits. They can be seen everywhere - in the woods, the meadows, on roads, in back yards and even in the cities. Environmental organizations are trying to solve the problem by infecting rabbits with specially developed strain of tuberculosis. How exactly is this environmentally friendly or sustainable one can only wander, but the fact is that the results are not encouraging. 

Another plague for the unique delicate ecological balance are the possums (which were imported from Australia and there they are protected endangered species, go figure!), domestic cats and even docile animals like deer or mountain goats. We met once a man who makes his living as a professional hunter. He said that his last job was to kill hundreds of wild pigs attacking the food on a farm. Any animal or plant imported from other continents becomes a big problem here and the war for the maintenance of the fragile ecological balance is endless (and sometimes fought in mysterious ways). 

Very heartbreaking is the story of the kauri tree. When the first Maori settlers landed on the virgin coast of the North Island, it was densely overgrown with amazing cathedral-like kauri forests. These are coniferous trees that grow to a height of over 50 meters, their lower branches die and are shed, exposing impressive, candlelike straight tall trunks and imposing green crowns only on top. According to modern researchers kauri forests were like a majestic temple - high green arches supported on slender columns. Spectacular and owe inspiring. Smooth tree trunks turned out to be perfect for making canoes and served also for firewood and other trivial purposes. In later times, the English settlers discovered that the kauri timber is very dense, durable and doesn’t rot, so they in turn harvested it for shipbuilding. In some parts of New Zealand kauri was even simply burned out to make room for grazing pastures. 

Anything made out of kauri lasts forever. In New Zealand there are many houses, boats, furniture and utensils made out of kauri timber 200 years ago. They still look just the same. Their price today is very high not only because of the durability and the beautiful golden colour of the wood. They are unique because kauri trees are almost extinct and harvesting is strictly prohibited now. Once the forests were completely cleared, some concerned people tried to grow new kauri plants. And so it was then discovered that this plant is very special. It only grows north of the 39th latitude, at a particular altitude, regenerates rarely, because to reach reproductive maturity it needs 800 years. Yes! I too thought it was a typo when I read this for a first time. The now extinct kauri forests have been thousands of years old. Tens of thousands of years. The oldest tree that has survived until today Tane Mahuta (named after the Maori God of the Forest) is estimated to be about 2000 – 3000 years old. The museums, however, display wooden panels found in some mills that have been radioactive carbon dated to be 35 to 50 thousand years old, and the plate of one even claims to be 350 thousand years of age. 

Even the national symbol of New Zealand, the wingless bird Kiwi is endangered. Well, if you ask me it’s hardly a bird at all, more like a Mother Nature’s cute mistake. Not only is it wingless and can’t fly, but it can barely see, walks with great difficulties (leans on its long beak for support) and even its feathers aren’t real bird’s feathers but look more like hair. Only a small population has miraculously survived on some islands off the main land and in modern days there are numerous campaigns for the reestablishment of the kiwi in New Zealand’s national parks. Tourists of course can see the funny bird in the zoos (if they can make it out in the poorly lit dark enclosures – on top of everything else kiwis are nocturnal). 

Perhaps that’s why, just in case, New Zealanders have chosen another national symbol – the silver fern. This is a prehistoriclooking tree with black rotting trunk and very elegant fresh green umbrella-like crown of fronds. I find it much more stylish than a clumsy brown feathered creature, supposedly a bird.



​20. November.2002


I’ve got my first job! And have managed to hold it for almost a whole month now. I work in a small cafe in the centre of Warkworth, by the river, very close to our place. I do the dishes, make coffee and sandwiches. And mostly hope that exposure to chatty friendly customers will help me improve my poor English. 

All cafes in town close at three in the afternoon and we are no exception. So I can spend my afternoons with Boyana - she also finishes school at three. Part time work is traditional for women with children here. But the pay is not good. 

At the café I am already a kind of emblem of the club. With my exotic looks (no idea what is so exotic about them - maybe the fact that I do wear shoes - but people stop me in the street to ask where I am from) and accent I am an eternal topic for gossip emissions of the small town. I have at least two suitors among our regular customers - both on the wrong side of the 60-s, but very charming and persistent. I know almost everyone in Warkworth and I know how they like their coffee. And little by little we begin to even understand each other’s speech. 

Don’t get me wrong, I have no problems whatsoever to understand the foreign tourists or they me. But with the Kiwis it’s a great struggle. Oh, the way they speed up through their sentences and chew up the words, and soften every vowel until it’s totally unrecognisable, and replace normal words with local idioms! Usually I would only recognize one or two words in a sentence and try to guess what they want. Sometimes (often) I fall into ridiculous situations. Lost in translation. Yesterday I had to ask a customer to repeat 3 times his request and eventually told the café owner that table 8 wants either cheese or a chair, I just couldn’t be sure which one. Luckily people are good-natured and humorous and my English language mishaps haven’t gotten me into trouble yet. 

Even the simple “Hello!” sounds different in kiwi-language. No one ever introduced themselves as they are supposed to according to the beginners’ English text books, with: ‘Hello, how do you do?’ Not even once! Instead I hear funny indecipherable greetings of the sorts of: ‘Hi!’, ‘Ha’r ya?’, ‘Kiora!’ and the very mysterious “T’sup?’ Which appears to be a question and thus requires an answer! Took me few weeks to figure out it is the kiwi-version of “What’s up?’, which again didn’t help me much – up?, the ceiling is up, what is so significant about it? I still don’t know how to respond to this one and usually just smile. People must think I am bit air-headed or something – with my permanent vague smile and absent expression. 

Last week we had an accident. Boyana fell from her bike and somehow managed to cut her thigh badly on a sharp edge. Rumen had to carry her all the way to the surgery, because the park is not accessible for cars. It was pretty scary. Now she has six stitches, can’t walk and at night we splint her leg to prevent her from folding it. She got scared and cried a lot but behaves heroically now. That’s my girl! 

For a small town like Warkworth the Bulgarian population is disproportionately high. Five Bulgarian families. So we don’t feel lonely. Men go fishing together, children have someone to play and speak Bulgarian with. And I am very grateful to have someone to talk to, to ask for advice, to complain of the everyday cultural shocks. With my terrible English I would have been so isolated and lonely if it wasn’t for our Bulgarian friends. On Saturdays we have a mandatory party with the traditional Bulgarian appetizers, salads and rakia (Bulgarian brandy), if someone got a parcel sent from home - just like in our Uni years. Even the likes of them Kiwis have a permanent presence in the Bulgarian community – we have already made lots of local friends who seem to like our exuberant ways and join us regularly at the table. 

Warmest greetings! Your friend forever! 

Cheerful Kiwi - Patilan
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On the Road - New Zealand Style
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Well, terrifying or not the cars are to be driven. Life in New Zealand is impossible without a car. Every sane person has a driver’s license. Most of the insane ones too. And my God, do they drive! 

Distances are great in small New Zealand, even humbled towns are spread over a large area and it is unthinkable to go to the shops on foot. Not to mention walking to school or work. And well, there is also the rain – omnipresent and vengeful. So, every single Kiwi soul rides a car. Kids get their learner’s driver’s license at age of 16. (When they are not allowed yet to do such terrifyingly dangerous things like drinking, smoking, getting married without parents’ permission or buying a lotto ticket for that matter, but they are allowed to drive and no one objects it. No one except me that is.) Families have several cars – one for every adult, a van or a truck for work (most men around here are self-employed tradies), and another big one - for family trips and leisure. Each house has at least a double garage and a few parking spaces in the front yard for guests, boats, trailers, caravans and the like. Even the mailboxes are drive-through - you can get the mail without getting out of the car. Well, the mail itself is soaked wet and sometimes puree like, half eaten by the snails, but at least you are dry. 

On the other hand it is a relatively young and not a particularly rich country, so it just can’t afford to build a big network of high quality roads and highways. North of Auckland all the roads are just paved-over gravel or dirt old cart roads. (And locals are actually very proud with them, because until recently these parts were known as ‘The Roadless Northland’.) Looking at the slopes and sharp turns one can easily conclude that the local road builders have never seen snow, ice, mud slides, stone avalanches, torrential rain or fog and understandably have never considered using engineering design and calculations for something as simple as a road. Instead they just planted myriad warning signs, some of which seem ridiculous in their hopeless attempts to represent truthfully the upcoming twist on the road. Guardrails are unheard of in these parts. Standard width of the car-lane is two meters, and not three, as in Europe. The visual effect of this is that the cars in the opposite lane are literally rushing on a collision course towards you. Every single one of them! Insane! 

The New Zealand road code suggests (Everything in this small booklet is a polite suggestion, not a single rude order or anything forbidden; even driving on the left hand side of the road is just a suggestion, otherwise the authorities explain drivers would be exposing themselves and possibly others to a great danger. I bet!) that if not stipulated otherwise the standard out-of-town speed limit is 100 kilometres per hour, no matter how wide or winding the road is. And no one would go under. Or follow any rules for overtaking. The usually polite, considerate and smiling New Zealanders, infinitely calm, patient and tolerant in any other situation are unrecognizable behind the wheel. Such aggressive driving I haven’t seen even in Bulgaria. 

Regular participants in the crazy traffic are also herds of cattle, sheep, deer - always crossing at the marked for this particular purpose spots. But ducks don’t respect the law and could be found everywhere crossing busy roads and stopping heavy traffic with their dignified slow walk and quack. In fewer words: New Zealand is not a place for the faint hearted. Kiwis are addicted to adrenaline and driving is an extreme sport in Kiwiland.



​2. January.2003

Many happy years! 

I was planning to stop writing letters and wait instead to become world famous with the “Guinness “ TV ad I starred in and then just give out autographs, but consequently found out that the clip is kept secret and will be broadcast only in Malaysia, so had to change tactics. (In case you are reading this in Malaysia, I am the tall girl with the cowboy hat and the red scarf around her neck at the top bench at the rodeo. Autographs available via mail.) 

And so there we go, back to the old art of letter writing.

After missing the opportunity for glamour and fame I had no other choice but to be content with a more earthly career and got another job - with a New Zealand company named “North South Eggs “. Everything around here is either North or South, or North-South, East and West are not highly regarded it seems. My suspicion is that they hired me because I was the only person in our provincial small town, who knew the meaning of the word “merchandising”. In my case it actually means to tidy up the egg shelves and order eggs for the supermarket. It’s only one hour a day and doesn’t pay much, but in addition to the six hours in the café I get almost a full working day. Who would have thought that a full time job would be an impossible dream for me – the workaholic who used to casually work 12 hours a day? Life twists in mysterious ways indeed. 

At Christmas, as is the custom, we overindulged in food and drinks way too much. There was a little dispute about how many meatless dishes should be on the table to satisfy the Bulgarian Christian tradition - 7 or 9, or 11 and as a result we ended up with a number bigger than the sum of the above figures. I won’t even attempt to count the alcohol units. My engineering degree is not sufficient for doing the maths. 

Miraculously, we found some good vodka (to be read: from a duty free shop – 40%, not the usual here 37%), my German boss presented me with a bottle of German brandy (from a very special German store in Auckland) labelled with the suspiciously Slavic name “Slivovitz”, which he argued has been a traditional German drink since the times of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Anyway, it was strong and went down well too. Wines and beer here are traditionally good and available in large quantities, so we didn’t experience any shortages of those either. 

Well, it comes to no surprise then that Borko claimed he couldn’t even get to our house after Christmas all the week until the New Year, because he felt unwell and nauseous just by the sight of our front yard, without entering inside. Yes, immigrant’s life is marked by hardship and suffering. No two ways about it. 

The day after Christmas, having nothing else to do (weather was cold and rainy – not good for tanning on the beach) we came up with the brilliant idea to go to the traditional Bulgarian gathering on Boxing Day - December 26th, at Long Bay Park in Auckland, next to the kids’ electric train. (Bulgarian couple we met in the mall by accident while Christmas shopping had told us about it.) It turned out Auckland’s residents were just in the process of evacuating the city en mass for the holidays and the traffic and congestions were indescribable. 

Finding the park was easy – it is miles long, hard to miss it really. Finding the electric train – not so much, but finding the Bulgarians amongst the thousands Maori, Polynesian and Asian picnicking families proved to be the hardest task. About two o’clock in the afternoon, after walking around the train rails few times we decided to ask the only whiteish people around if there is possibly another kids train in Long Bay Park. Well, they were Bulgarians. By 5 pm there were around 60 people. It was a great party - the children were screaming and chasing each other, two Belote games started spontaneously, grandmothers were showing off babies and the young IT guys set out to woo the girls. It was a typical Bulgarian gathering - zero organization and lots of improvisation, particularly in the fields of eating and drinking. We had a good time, met some new people, exchanged numbers and invitations to visit in the New Year. 

Happy New Year to you all! 

Best wishes from the Land Down Below!
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Discovering the Warm Water
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I don’t get it, how does this empire thing work? Honestly! How is it possible at all that the mighty and powerful Inca Empire was able to reach its glory and construct such stately pyramids without even knowing the wheel? And what about the Egyptians?! They’ve built miracles, which people admire to this day but didn’t even think of putting a little effort into developing a normal alphabet. Drew some funny pictures instead. The Chinese Empire also failed to develop the letter, deciding to express themselves by hieroglyphs instead. Despite their ample knowledge of earth, the cosmos and human nature; despite their insight and industriousness – with all that paper, silk, porcelain, gunpowder, not to mention the compasses – somehow still believed that they could save themselves from the ubiquitous barbarization and profanation with a wall. True - it’s tall, thick, long and guarded, but still – it’s just a wall. Such naiveté! Should I go on by mentioning the Roman Empire, which ruled the whole world (by the standards of its time), but nevertheless allowed barbarians to destroy it (Bulgarians included - we shouldn’t miss an opportunity to build national pride)? The Ottoman Empire which with all its might and eternal wisdom made joke out of themselves for the whole world to enjoy by placing a star within the crescent moon on their flag. 

But topping the scores for absurdity is the undisputable leader: the British Empire. Imagine being the hegemon of the world, having colonies as far as the opposite side of the planet, being the birthplace of the industrial revolution, founder of the modern democracy and the basis of the whole modern western society, its cultural values, etc. fundamentals and to not have discovered something as simple and essential as warm water! I don’t get it. 

To this day ‘warm water’ is an unfamiliar phenomenon within the small former British antipodean colony. It’s not that there’s no access to mixed water faucets in the stores or that people don’t watch American and European movies; not that they don’t enjoy Italian home design magazines. They have all that and they see it, and they admire it, but then they go on and build houses worth millions of dollars without any water mixers installed. You look at a dream kitchen with built-in appliances, a refrigerator the size of a wardrobe, glass stove and two ovens, in super modern colours and textures. You feel like bursting into a joyous kitchen activity – cooking, dishwashing, you name it. BUT! Sitting pretty above the sink are two separate taps – one for cold and one for hot water. Quite far apart from one another.
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