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The Bulgarian villagers hunker over their books, strug-
gling with their Mandarin words and characters. But
they are not going to China-the Middle Kingdom is

coming to them. Because of yoghurt. “It’s difficult. You have
to be quite tough not to give up,” says pensioner Tsvetka
Radkova, 66, as she puffs and pants in the classroom in the
village of Momchilovtsi in southern Bulgaria. 

But her daughter Veselina, 37, accompanied in the les-
sons by her nine-year-old little girl, trots out whole sen-
tences in Chinese, to the cheers of her classmates. Few
Europeans, and not many Bulgarians for that matter, have
heard of Momchilovtsi, perched high on the slopes of the
Rhodope mountains in south-eastern Europe near the bor-
der with Greece. But in China, Momchilovtsi conjures up
images of mystery, wonder and longevity, having given its
name to a kind of drinking yoghurt that is all the rage for
Chinese consumers.

This summer Momchilovtsi played host to hundreds of
Chinese visitors attending the village’s third Chinese-
Bulgarian yoghurt festival. Signs in Chinese are everywhere,
directing visitors to the village hall for lectures on yoghurt’s
prodigious health benefits or to yoghurt and cheese tast-
ings. Children run around chirping “Ni Hao” (“Hello” in
Chinese) and giving out festival brochures and village maps
in Bulgarian, Chinese and English. A beauty pageant on the
festival’s second day picked the new “Yoghurt Queen” to
adorn the Momchilovtsi packaging. “There’s two things
every Chinese knows about Bulgaria-yoghurt and roses,”
said one visitor, Lei Lin from Shanghai.

Village of longevity 
The people of Momchilovtsi have been used to the sight

of Chinese visitors ever since Chinese firm Bright Dairy in
2009 took back home the bacteria found in the local
yoghurt. Crucially, the strain enabled Bright to develop for
Chinese consumers drinking yoghurt-drinkable with a
straw, so easier to consume than the thicker stuff-that does-
n’t need to be chilled. But Bright didn’t forget its roots,
branding its product “Momchilovtsi”, its label featuring a
Bulgarian maiden in traditional dress and cultivating links
with the village.

Known in Chinese by the shorter name “Mosili’an”, it’s the
top seller in this booming sector, on sale in most supermar-

kets and its adverts a common sight on bus stops and on
television. Its popularity has been helped by the contami-
nated milk powder scandal in China in 2008 pushing many
consumers towards brands seen as international or tradi-
tional and therefore safer. With its slogan “The miraculous
secret of the village where people live a long life-
Momchilovtsi”, sales were 6.0 billion yuan (765 million euros,
$910 million) last year, a Bright spokesman told AFP.

“Momchilovtsi has been famous as ‘the village of
longevity’ because of the high number of centenarians liv-
ing here,” Pan Jianjun, the spokesman, said on the sidelines
of the festival.  Indeed, at least three participants in the lan-
guage course-for which 40 locals have enrolled-told AFP
they had family members who had lived to be over 100.
“Our research showed that one of the secrets of this longevi-
ty is the local yoghurt,” Pan said.

Long and winding road 
The 1,200 inhabitants of Momchilovtsi already host

about 1,000 Chinese tourists annually out of a total of 5,000-
6,000 visitors, mayor Siyka Surkova told AFP. “The numbers
are growing every year and this is only normal considering
the huge advertising campaign for the yoghurt in China
that also benefits us,” she added. In 2014, the Chinese ver-
sion of reality TV show “Survivor” was set in Momchilovtsi,
with seven contestants thrown in with a local family armed
only with a Chinese-Bulgarian dictionary.

But with just 18,500 Chinese visitors last year, Bulgaria is
seriously lagging in the Europe-wide drive to attract Chinese
tourists. Direct flights between the two countries are only
but a dream, experts said.  Visitors to Momchilovtsi have to
take an internal flight within Europe to Sofia or Plovdiv. And
from there it’s a long and winding journey of several hours
up to the village-but worth it. — AFP

The holiday of Diwali is starting to light up mainstream
America. Diwali, a festival of lights celebrated by Hindus,
Sikhs, Jains and others in India and other countries, has

long been observed in immigrant communities around the US.
But now public celebrations of the holiday are starting to pop
up in places ranging from Disneyland and Times Square to
parks and museums. The Times Square event is the brainchild
of Neeta Bhasin, who says that while many Indian immigrants
have found great success in the US, “still people don’t know
much about India. I felt it’s about time that we should take
India to mainstream America and showcase India’s rich culture,
heritage, arts and diversity to the world. And I couldn’t find a
better place than the center of the universe: Times Square.”

Bhasin, who came to the United States from India 40 years
ago, is president of ASB Communications, the marketing firm
behind Diwali at Times Square. The event, now in its fourth

year, has drawn tens of thousands of people in the past. It’s
scheduled for Oct 7, from 2 pm to 9 pm, with dance perform-
ances, Bollywood singers, a bazaar of food, saris and other
goods, and a lighting ceremony.  While Diwali celebrations are
held throughout the fall, the holiday’s actual date is Oct 19.
Also called Deepavali, it’s an autumn harvest festival held just
before the Hindu new year. Celebrations include lighting oil
lamps or candles called diyas to symbolize “a victory of knowl-
edge over ignorance, light over darkness, good over evil,” said
Bhasin.

The Diwali celebration at Disney California Adventure Park
in Anaheim, California, includes performances of traditional
Indian dances and a Bollywood dance party for guests. It’s part
of a festival of holidays at the theme park reflecting cultural
traditions from around the world. The Disney festival begins
Nov 10 and runs through Jan 7.

San Antonio, Texas, has one of the nation’s largest city-
sponsored celebrations of Diwali, drawing more than 15,000
people each year. The 2017 event, scheduled for Nov 4 at La
Villita, a historic arts village, will be its ninth annual Diwali cele-
bration with Indian dance, entertainment, food, crafts, fire-
works and the release of lighted candles into the San Antonio
River along the city’s River Walk.

New York City’s Rubin Museum will mark Diwali with an
overnight Ragas Live Festival featuring more than 50 Indian
classical musicians performing amid the museum’s collection
of sacred Himalayan art. The event begins Oct 21 at 10 am and
continues all day and night through Oct 22 at 10 am. 

Chai and mango lassis will be served, visitors will have
access to all the galleries and pop-up events like meditation
and sunrise prayer will be offered. Special tickets will be sold
for the opportunity to sleep beneath the artwork.

Other places hosting Diwali celebrations include Cary,
North Carolina, in Regency Park, Oct 14; Flushing Town Hall,
Queens, New York, Oct 29; the Seattle Center, Oct 21; the
Dulles Expo center in Chantilly, Virginia, Oct 7-8; and Memorial
Park in Cupertino, California, Sept 30 . In Columbus, Ohio, the
Ohio History Center is hosting a photo exhibit about the city’s
fast-growing population of immigrants from Nepal, Bhutan
and India, with a Diwali event Oct 8. Bhasin said Diwali’s mes-
sage is particularly timely now. “It is extremely important to be
together and showcase to the world, not only Indians, but the
entire immigrant community, to be together with Americans
and to show the world we are one, we are all the same human
beings,” she said.  — AP

Diwali festivals grow in US, from Disney to Times Square

This Nov 1, 2014 provided by Visit San Antonio shows Punjabi dancers per-
forming Bhangra dance during San Antonio’s annual Diwali Festival - the
largest City-sponsored Diwali celebration in the nation. — AP photos

This Oct 16, 2016 image shows performers at a Diwali celebration in Times
Square in New York.

This Nov 13, 2016 photo shows performers in a Diwali celebration at Disney
California Adventure Park in Anaheim, Calif. 

Bulgarian women wearing traditional costume dance during the third
Chinese-Bulgarian yoghurt festival in the village of Momchilovtsi.

A view shows the Bulgarian village of Momchilovtsi. — AFP photos

Chinese participants take part in the third Chinese-Bulgarian yoghurt fes-
tival in the village of Momchilovtsi.

Bulgarian village goes 
Chinese in yoghurt craze

Young Bulgarians play bagpipes during the third Chinese-Bulgarian
yoghurt festival in the village of Momchilovtsi.

A Chinese tourist (right) buys herbs during the third Chinese-Bulgarian
yoghurt festival in the village of Momchilovtsi.

Chinese tourists attend the third Chinese-Bulgarian yoghurt festival in
the village of Momchilovtsi.

Bulgarian children pose with their Chinese language diplomas during the third Chinese-Bulgarian yoghurt fes-
tival in the village of Momchilovtsi.


