BULGARIAN DIASPORA IN CANADA

Stories of Immigration

Preliminaries.

Diaspora studies focuses on the migration of people from their homeland, but essentially for the current research, on the experience of minority groups in a new country, especially as regards their solidarity as a collective body. By setting out to collect the oral histories of Bulgarian immigrants in Canada, the present study. provides an initial glimpse on the status of first generation immigrants who are Canadians of Bulgarian origin. 

The method used for collecting these oral histories is an informal conversation prompted by a fixed number of questions pre-established by the team involved in the realization of the Diaspora project. These interviews were recorded, then transcribed and translated into English and can be used for further analysis from a variety of perspectives and methodologies. With a view to gathering as varied personal histories as possible, there were no restrictive criteria for selecting the people interviewed, save that they belong to first generation immigrants who came from Bulgaria for various reasons and at various points of time over the last 50 years and who were willing to tell their story. The many threads of the fragmented story of immigration in their oral histories are bound up with the home country’s political, economic and cultural history.

Bulgarian migration to Canada – brief historical sketch

Bulgarian immigration to Canada reflects the most important changes in the homeland. Some major historical and political events have been used as watersheds which mark the three main waves of Bulgarian immigration to Canada. 

As is often the case, it is quite difficult to establish the exact numbers of Bulgarians who immigrated in the three historical periods for two main reasons. Firstly, the major studies of Bulgarian immigrants focus on Bulgarian immigration to North America in general
 and not specifically to Canada. Secondly, Macedonian immigrants have also been subsumed under the heading of Bulgarian immigrants, especially as regards the first wave, because in that period the history and population of the two countries was not as distinct as it is today.
 Until World War II, most people who today identify themselves as Macedonian Canadians claimed a Bulgarian ethnic identity and were recorded as part of the Bulgarian ethnic group (Magocsi, p. 287). Hence the Bulgarian community in Canada is deeply linked to the Macedonian Canadians. For these reasons historical records diverge.

FIRST WAVE

The first noticeable wave of Bulgarian immigration to Canada began in the late 1890s and continued into the early 20th century (1895-1944). 

Bulgarians primarily settled in Canada’s industrial cities, mostly Toronto, Ontario, which was a main center of Bulgarian migration to North America. The majority of these early immigrants came predominantly for economic reasons. There were mostly unskilled, not well-educated men, both single and married – though the latter came without their wives -  and got employed as manual laborers for low wages. In the 1901 Canadian census, Bulgarians and Romanians were listed together and totalled 1 066.
 Between 1900 and 1944, 19,955 people from Bulgaria settled in Canada; however, this number excludes the mass Bulgarian migration from Ottoman and later Serbian and Greek-ruled Macedonia, Dobruja, southern Thrace, the Western Outlands and Bessarabia, which was indeed the bulk of Bulgarian immigration to Canada (Magocsi, p. 287). The largest wave of migration from the Kingdom of Bulgaria to Canada was in 1912, when 6,388 people arrived in that country. There was a brief decrease in immigration in the period of the Balkan Wars (1912-1913) and the First World War. These were followed by another significant wave of 1914, consisting of 4,512 people (Кolev, pp. 294–295). However, the exact numbers of Bulgarian immigrants from this early period is difficult to authenticate, because the Canadian census officials listed Bulgarians and Romanians under one heading. Also, prior to 1912 many Bulgarians had Ottoman passports (cf. Dakova). 

Significantly, the foundations of the Bulgarian Orthodox community in Canada were laid down in 1908 with the first Bulgarian ecclesiastical mission in North America. The priests Hristo Karabashev and hieromonk Theophylactus, who first visited the United States, arrived in Toronto in 1910 and established what is today the Sts. Cyril and Methodius Macedono-Bulgarian Orthodox Parish, which until 1945 remained the only such community in Canada (Коlev, pp. 300–301). It has maintained a language school, a Sunday school, a course on folk dancing and a mixed choir. The early immigrants often shared lodgings and expenses and this community life later gave rise to fellowship societies and ethnic organizations, cultural societies set up predominantly for educational purposes.
SECOND WAVE

World War II led to the displacement of many Bulgarians, who eventually transferred to Canada. A communist regime was established in Bulgaria in 1944, which imposed severe restrictions on travelling abroad and on emigration as of the late 1940s. As a result Bulgarians who emigrated did so mostly for political reasons, having to leave their home country secretly and ask for refugee status once they arrived in Canada. The communist government claimed that between 30 000 and 35 000 emigrants left for Canada (Dakova). Many settled in the expanding metropolitan areas of Canada and had secondary or university education and professional training. Some of them were quite successful in building a life and career for themselves, and figured prominently in Canada’s political and economic life. Such were Anton Chipeff, who was the Deputy Minister of Immigration for Quebec, and later a member of the Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada; Ignat Kaneff – a major figure in the construction industry; Daniel Damov – president of the Canadian branch of Zurich International, a major insurance company; Kroum Pindoff – musical executive and founder of a chain of music stores. A Bulgarian-Canadian Society was founded in Toronto in 1957, followed just two years later by the Bulgarian-Canadians in Montreal. Bulgarians in Vancouver launched the Bulgarian Home Society of British Columbia in 1984. Periodicals were also published, such as Bulgarski Naroden Glas (Bulgarian People’s Voice, Toronto, 1950-6) and Svoboda (Freedom, Toronto, 1970-) among others.

THIRD WAVE

After the fall of communism in 1989 the third main wave of immigration to Canada followed. It was comprised of mostly younger and better educated Bulgarians. Many of them entered Canadian universities and established businesses of their own, others became trained professionals. The reasons for immigrating were the serious economic instability and the social and political crisis of the home-country that marked the transitional 1990s. According to the official data of the Canadian census, in 2001 there were about 15 000 Bulgarians in Canada. Nearly half of them live in Ontario, particularly Toronto, about 3 000 in Quebec and less than 2 000 in Vancouver, British Columbia. However, unofficial estimates have produced a different figure – 150 000,
 including Canadians of Bulgarian descent from the earlier immigration waves and the more recent ones who have already received Canadian citizenship. 

It is important to note that Bulgarians have had an active community life, organizing diverse cultural events and setting up societies and associations, that helped preserve and promote the Bulgarian traditions, language, religious and cultural inheritance. In 1991 a Canadian-Bulgarian Society was founded in Ottawa, in 1992 a Canadian-Bulgarian Association in Toronto. Church communities have been especially active as social and educational centers that have sponsored folk dance groups, concerts and official celebrations of major historical dates, such as 24 May, the day of the Sts. Cyril and Methodius, who authored the Bulgarian alphabet. Various societies and organizations aimed at uniting the diasporic community continue to appear. Such are the Association of Bulgarian Engineers in Canada, Toronto (2001 - ), the Bulgarian-Canadian Society of British Columbia, Vancouver (2001 - ), the Bulgarian Society, Calgary (2003 - ); the several Bulgarian churches with the cultural and educational events they organize for their congregations; the various media, for example Radio “Bulgarian Voice” in Toronto, the TV channel “Bulgaria-Canada”, Niagara Falls, the weekly newspaper Bulgarian Horizons, Toronto, and others published in Montreal: L’Interligne, Zornica and Forum. The list is by no means complete.

Present sample description

The six interviews published here are a sample of the over a dozen such conducted in Canada in 2008 by Diana Yankova of New Bulgarian University, Sofia, who was at that time on a FRP grant doing research in Canada. It has to be noted again that the interviewees were picked on a random basis and those included in the present sample are in no way representative of the Bulgarian diaspora in Canada, but still indicate some major tendencies in Bulgarian immigrants’ mind-set and the way they view Canada and their position in the country. Hence the present selection and accompanying description are to be seen only as the initial point for further, more extensive research to be conducted on the diasporic features of Bulgarian-Canadians.

 The interviews included here are of four men and two women, ranging in age from seventy-six to twenty-five. They are all legal first-generation immigrants who left their home country within the period 1948-1998; the first person to arrive and settle in Canada did so in 1954, the last in 2005. Respectively, all but the latter subject, who is still only a resident while his papers are being processed, have Canadian citizenship. 

It is worth noting that all the subjects opted for the interview to be conducted in Bulgarian – including one lady who has lived in Canada since 1971, was married to a Canadian man and does not maintain many contacts with Bulgarians. For her, despite occasional difficulties and intrusions from French, it seemed to be a point of honor to attempt to answer the questions in her mother tongue. It follows from the above that all the interviewees have, to a greater or lesser extent, retained their native language.

Forms and degrees of acculturation

From a socio-anthropological perspective the sample of oral histories presented here can be used to indicate to a certain extent the degree of acculturation of Bulgarian immigrants in Canada. A useful reminder at this point is that the process of acculturation involves a minority group which adopts the values, beliefs and habits of the dominant group in a given society. Assimilation is the strongest form of acculturation, whereby a minority group full-heartedly accepts the attitudes, values, language preferences, membership in social groups and institutions of the dominant cultural group. Assimilation is typically marked by a conscious and purposeful loss of one’s ethnic identity. On the basis of the interviews included in the current selection it can be hypothesized that Bulgarian immigrants have not aimed at total obliteration of their ethnic identity, for they have preserved at least the mother tongue and all preferred to use it. None of the interviewees revealed any signs either of separation, i.e. a close attachment to the Bulgarian value-system and negation of those of the country of immigration, or of marginalization – the denial of the norms and values of both countries. It can be concluded that most Bulgarian immigrants after overcoming the initial culture shock variously caused by language problems and the difficulties of finding a job, finding friends, or travelling over great distances, have experienced the process of integration. They have become more or less adjusted to the new culture, while at the same time preserving those features of the old one which they believe to be of greatest value to them. 

Immigration either for political or economic reasons has traditionally been interpreted as involving a painful process of uprooting which leads to alienation and quite often to a fragmented identity. In these interviews, especially in those of the younger generation, it becomes evident that a new way of thinking about immigration has evolved, whereby despite the initial hardships experienced, immigration is now not such a dramatic or traumatic event of dislocation. To a large extent this attitude to immigration is different for the old and the new generations. As one interviewee notes:  “It’s not easy and it depends on how old you are, how many years you’ve lived in the new country, what you’ve done and what you’re doing...” In other words, immigrants who have arrived at an earlier age, who have studied in Canada, who have formed lasting friendships when quite young, have gone through the process of acculturation as through a positive experience.

However, it has to be noted that all of the immigrants included here, despite the generational difference, noted that they had not formed any close friendships with the locals, the old-stock Canadians. They all have friends among other immigrants, and this can be discerned as a common feature for the members of the diasporic community interviewed. In the words of one of the interviewed: “We’re immigrants and we can’t have any real friends who are not immigrants too...I have a colleague who is also a friend, she is Bulgarian, my other friend is Cuban, and looking back, my friends were all of other nationalities...Somehow, you can’t establish true friendship with the locals...yes, my friends are all immigrants from different countries, perhaps because we get on more easily…”

Another common characteristic of the immigrant experience is that for all who agreed to tell their life stories immigrating and building a new life for oneself in Canada is interpreted as a mind-opening, enriching experience. As one interviewee notes:

“Perhaps it’s because to me immigration is a positive thing, you get not only to read about a new culture and learn a new language, but to actually experience that culture, feel it deep down in your heart and I think that makes you more humane...” Edward Said in a similar fashion asserts that immigrants acquire a plurality of vision, owing to being familiar with different cultures, which “gives rise to an awareness of simultaneous dimensions, an awareness that – to borrow a phrase from music – is contrapuntal” (Said 1985 51).
Since the sample is too small, the remarks made above are in the realm of the hypothetical. Further field study and research is required to either strengthen or repudiate the suggestions laid out here. Nevertheless, as personal histories the interviews presented here certainly make for interesting – and telling – reading on individually diverse experiences of emigration and integration.
      
        Alexandra Glavanakova-Yaneva

Andrey Andreev
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