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Penka Stefanova Dragoeva / Koleva/ was born on 26
-th

 

February 1931 in Dobrich, Bulgaria. She was a teacher of 

chemistry in Dobrich and is a pensioner now. She has two 

sons and three grandsons. Penka has lived through a range 

of crucial for Bulgaria changes: the restoration of 

Dobrudzha/the north eastern part of Bulgaria/to Bulgaria  

in 1940, the Russian invasion in the WWII; the American 

bombing of Bulgaria; the communist regime and the 

recovery of democracy in the last decades. Her life story is 

typical for the life of her generation. 
 

 

There are explanations of the interviewer in brackets and Italic. 

 

Who were your parents and what did they do for living? 

 - My mother’s name was Elka. She was a milliner. My father’s name was Stefan. He was a 

retailer. He helped my mother a lot because he was very skilful with his hands. My mother 

was born in Riltsi (Dobrich region) but her family came from Thrace/south Bulgaria/. My 

father was born in Dobrich. His family was also from Thrace but they had moved here much 

earlier than my mother’s family. My mother’s parents were stock breeders and my father’s 

parents were farmers. My great grandfather had a lot of land. It was cultivated by my 

grandfather’s brothers. My grandfather was a wine-dealer. He bought different kinds of wine 

and then he sold it. He had a restaurant as well. The latter was inherited by my father. So my 

family were entirely urban people. 

 

Did some of your relatives take part in the Dobrudzha Liberating organization? (an 

organization fight for the restoration of Dobrudzha back to Bulgaria) 

 -   Yes, my grandfather was. He was a rich man. He was a member of the Dobrudzha 

revolutionary organization. That was after the First World War, about 1922. He was pursued 

by the Romanian police and he fled to Varna (which was in Bulgaria then) to avoid prison. He 

had two sisters and a brother, all of them married in Dobrich (which was in Romania then/). 

My grandfather left three daughters behind. My mother, who was 16 and the eldest sister, left 

school and started mastering the craft of millinery. She started her own business in a few 

months and in this way she took care of her small sisters- 6 and 9 years old. She was good at 

her job because she had a sense of beauty and she was skilful.  

 

How did your family get on with the Romanians?  

- Our family had no problems with them. My grandmother, after whom I was named, brought 

me up to love everything that is Bulgarian. She always told me that I should hate them (the 

Romanians), because they were oppressors and conquerors, no matter that we lived well. My 

grandfather had a restaurant and she worked at the cash desk there. The Romanians came in 

and greeted her in Romanian; she would answer in Bulgarian although she could understand 

Romanian. 
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This was how she showed her sense of belonging to 

the Bulgarian nation and “the others” had come as 

conquerors. I was brought up with these feelings.  

I studied at the private Bulgarian school “Slaveikov” 

but it was obligatory to learn Romanian at school. 

Whenever we walked back home from school the 

Romanian children shouted after us:” Bulgarians with  

donkeys’ heads” and we answered in the same way.  

We even threw stones at each other. 

The reason why my grandmother hated the 

Romanians so much was the fact that her brother and 

father had been taken away by them. They had been 

imprisoned in the building of the railway station in the  

beginning, then deported in carts and after that they 

disappeared. After years, when the situation got  

normal, her brother- in- law and her son tried to find out what had happened. There were 

witnesses who described what had happened to the deported people.  

There are books on this topic. 

 

The Bulgarian authorities were the first to arrive on the eve 

of concluding the Krayova contract /an agreement in 1940 

between Bulgaria and Romania on returning Dobrudzha to 

Bulgaria/. My mother took me to the railway station to meet 

the Bulgarian officials who came to replace the Romanian 

ones. /Penka’s voice breaks fighting back tears. / At that time 

/Bulgarian/people sew national flags in the houses behind 

locked doors. They were excited but also afraid of the 

Romanian authorities. So was my mother no matter that all 

Romanian women had their hats made by my mother and 

respected her. They came to her to confide their secrets; they 

even made their appointments at her shop. It was a big shop 

furnished with sofas and big mirrors so that the clients could 

see themselves; girls brought coffee for the clients from the 

near- by café. Women at that time wore hats all throughout the 

year. 

When the Bulgarian troops were due to arrive Romanian women came to say goodbye. 

One of them even left some of her luggage /some blankets/ there, saying she would come to 

take it later. But she probably couldn’t do it, because it remained in the shop. They didn’t say 

they were leaving for ever. They seemed to think that was a temporary situation. 

  I remember that on 25
-th

 September 1940 all students were taken to the Varna Bridge and 

all the citizens were at the entrance to the park to welcome the Bulgarian army. The whole 

town was covered with carpets and hand woven rugs on which the troops were to pass.  

The first of them arrived on horses. They were riding by and people rushed to them to give 

flowers. The horsemen bent to take flowers and shake hands with the people. It was a great 

joy. Tables with food for the soldiers were laid in the centre of the town, in front of the 

community hall. Every one of the soldiers was gifted with a towel and whatever people had. 

And every citizen wanted to touch a Bulgarian soldier and to invite him over.  

For my family and me 25
-th

 of September is a holiday because it is the day of the 

liberation of Bulgaria from Romanian domination, although our family lived comparatively 

well before that.  

Meeting Bulgarian army in 1940 

Penka as a child with her grandparents 

and mother 



But there were different people among them. They were divided in Romanians and 

Wallachians /Aromanians/. The latter were very cruel. They were without any property and 

land and when they were brought to Bulgaria they settled in the villages, and behaved very 

badly: they robbed people, killed. Romanian teachers wanted the students to speak in 

Romanian. It was only natural to have Romanian schools.  

It was a typical feature of the regime to give bribes. Unless you gave a bribe you could do 

nothing. When the Bulgarian authorities came they did not accept bribes. And because of this 

some of the people had the impression that they had lived better under the Romanian regime, 

because they had got used to giving bribes but the Bulgarian authorities stuck to the law. 

When the Romanians went away Bulgarians from North Dobrudzha came here. I shall 

never forget how they arrived. They travelled by train; they had loaded what they could on the 

train. 

After arriving they were directed to different villages. They brought the money they could 

save. Some had documents about the land they had left back in Romania, in hope they could 

receive here some. Some had shelter to stay for some time, others didn’t.  

My mother met a family which was standing on the road- a man, a woman and a boy. She 

brought them home. They left the next day, I can’t remember for which village. But the boy 

stayed to work in the restaurant. When he grew up he went to work in the ship building 

factory in Varna.   

 

Were there any differences in the life of the people before and after 1940? 

- I was in 3
-rd

 grade at Slaveikov School. It was a small school. The head teacher must have 

been with left ideas, as I look back now. For the celebration of 24
th

 of May (the day of the 

Slavonic alphabet and culture) we were dressed in red costumes, black socks and hats, which 

showed that some of the people were still oppressed e.g. there were rich and poor people. 

Before 1940 there were processions. We moved along the main street stopped at St George 

church and then went to a place, called Gazi baba, down the park. There we were allowed to 

celebrate 24
th

 of May. The students were treated with rolls; there was a thanksgiving service 

and we played “horo” (chain dance). The tradition was continued after 1940, and even after 

1944 (when the communists came to power). But some time after 1944 there were no longer 

rolls for the students.  

 

 Did your life change during the war? 

 - It was 1940-1943.  I have memories from a bit 

later period. No matter of the different situation 

our family had a good life. Because we had a 

restaurant which worked all the time we couldn’t 

have lived poorly off. My father was in touch with 

traders of food and we were in no need of 

anything.  

But I remember that it was not allowed to eat 

meat on Wednesdays and Fridays. There was a 

special committee which went around the houses 

to check this. This showed that there was not 

enough food but I didn’t feel lack of food.  

But I can remember, for example, the Jew 

with the badges. They came to take food from the restaurant. They stayed outside, they 

couldn’t enter the restaurant. The Bulgarian people managed to save them from deporting; 

they didn’t take them away from the town. 

Celebrating the day of the Slavonic alphabet 

and culture 



I remember the Levies who had houses and were one of the richest families; they came to 

the restaurant as well.  

I don’t remember the Germans but I remember the American bombers over Sofia and 

Bucharest. I remember when them dropping a bomb in our town by chance. They fell 

somewhere about today’s “Dunav”quarter. I remember being in bed, I heard the bomb 

explosion but I can’t remember if there were people killed. I remember very well how the 

authorities explained what we should do in case of bomb alarm, where to go.  

One day at noon we even watched the American squadron flying in our direction. All people 

shook in fear but the squadron was meant for Bucharest and it turned in that direction.  

The Russian army came on 8
-th

 September 1944. In the morning one of our neighbours, 

who was a communist, told me that the Russian troops were expected to arrive that day so I 

decided to go and meet them.  

Some of the people waited them impatiently, others were afraid of their coming. A lot of 

people were in the centre and the street was narrow. Тhere were slogans: ” Welcome”.  The 

army came in cars, jeeps and lorries. They had helmets on their heads.  

The soldiers were immediately аaccommodated in the houses of the population. My father 

had already been mobilized and the restaurant was closed but they wanted to use it as an 

officers’ club. My mother and grandmother went together to the commanding officer. My 

grandmother wouldn’t let her daughter-in- law alone there, because there were rumours about 

the behavior of the Russian soldiers. The commanding officer asked them to lock all that was 

valuable and let them in. When they went away, after some time, everything was in its place; 

nothing was missing, though on the ceiling were two rows of bottled wine and in the cellar 

there were also barrels with wine.  

 

Do you remember the first years of the new regime?  

- One of the worst memories is about the People’s trial (a series of show trials over so called 

rivals of the communists). It was held in the centre of the town, in a cinema/near to today’s 

hotel „Bulgaria”/. In front of the building there were upholders of the new regime and 

relatives of the convicted, as well. Some shouted: „Kill him! Punish him!”  

There was a journalist who was accused and his relatives went through it very painfully. It 

impressed me much because they were all close friends of my mother’s.  

There was a poet Jane Kaliakrinski, who lived near to our house. He didn’t return home on 8
-

th 
September so they must have arrested him immediately. His wife asked us to hide his books. 

And that evening we moved all his books to our cellar. He disappeared; they had killed him 

the first evening because he wasn’t a communist. 

I took very active part in what was happening at that time. I was seventh grade, I must 

have been 13-14. There were different youth organizations – “Legioneri”, they were 

nationalists; “Brannik” – they were pro-German and “Remsisti” – the communist youth 

organization.  Each one of them invited me to their meeting and I went to all of them. So I 

must have been curious to get acquainted with their views. 

 



Did your neighbours who were communists change their conduct when the new regime 

came to power? 

 - My grandfather who was rich was considered to be a capitalist. My parents had sympathy 

for the socialist ideas. They helped communists when they had been persecuted. They had 

done favours for other people as well and the communists respected them. But when they 

offered my father to become a member of the Party (communist), he refused.   

 

Do you remember the collectivization of 

the land?  

- I was admitted to University but I didn’t 

have a certificate for reliability. This was 

needed to study at university in the first 

years of the communist regime. Rich people 

were not usually granted such. So my father 

and mother had to look for acquaintances to 

get one for me. Someone from the Ministry 

of education had promised the certificate to 

my father but I had to go there and fetch it 

myself. I received the certificate from the 

secretary of the youth communist 

organization of the University. 

In December a meeting was summoned to 

establish a section of the youth communist 

organization, called Comsomol (/membership was 

obligatory for all students). 

We were supposed to elect аn executive body. 

And at that moment we saw the secretary of the 

university organization entering the room. We 

were about 70 people. He looked around and I 

was the only person he recognized, so he came to 

sit next to me. I was elected in the executive body 

this evening. Why did they elect me? Because 

they thought I was very close to him. 

When I was home after the first year at the 

University, they called me to the regional committee of Comsomol. They told me I had to go 

round the villages and propagate a new tax on the production. There were rumours about 

collectivization but the property was still private and people had to pay a tax according to 

what they had produced. So I was supposed to go and persuade the people to pay this tax. I 

was sent to villages in our region – Telerig and one, whose name I can’t remember. I went to 

Telerig by bus and then to the next village they took me in a donkey cart. In this village I went 

to look for the Comsomol secretary, who was in the fields at that moment. It was very 

difficult for me to do this job because I hadn’t spoken in the public till that moment and the 

men were tired after work, they murmured, cursed. These were the first steps to the 

collectivization.  

My father and mother had some hereditary land in a near by village. But a couple of years 

they said they didn’t want anything from the cooperative and they didn’t go there any more. 

But the popular opinion was that the lazy people joined the cooperative so that other people 

would work their land. 

Penka in a folk dance group at high school 

Penka with classsmates on a brigade  



I remember when the restaurant was confiscated. We took from it only a clock, a table and 

maybe some cutlery. Everything else, all the equipment including the wine was confiscated. 

The restaurant was in the place of today’s community centre. 
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