Student years – Montpelier, Geneva

Only grandma Zvezda was against Stamen’s travel abroad. What he had learned was enough to become a teacher. What else do they want – he and grandpa Gigo! But as it always happened during her long family life she was the one to agree. Her speech about the saved napoleons being not enough for such a long time did not help either. And what about the other two kids – they were growing and would need a hand when taking their own path. 

But all these arguments couldn’t change grandpa Gigo’s decision. He had heard too many positive things about his son Stamen, he had seen too much in this life and having all this in mind he knew that apart form the science level in the capital, there was another, deeper science. And for it anybody was suitable but his Stamen.

The blessing was given, the path was open. Some ten day in Paris and it fascinated him – with the history, with the architecture, with the dynamics of the every day lifestyle.

And after that in Montpelier – a student of natural sciences. 

 We are aware of the risk to repeat ourselves telling about the life stages of Stamen Grigorov. In Montpelier his figure stood out among the rest of the students not only because he was a robust man of a high stature, though this was impressive, too. His colleagues and his professors in this first year felt that they met not a spoilt rich man form the unknown for them the region of the Balkans. This boy radiated some basic sympathy and his ability to speak excellent French respected them, which was very important in the beginning.
The real respect, especially from his professors, would come when they would see him deeply immersed in scientific activities, when at lectures and exercises they would follow the stable logics of his thoughts. 

Then they, his professors, pleasantly surprised would understand how much knowledge this young Bulgarian man had accumulated before coming to their Institute. They had already had   students from the Balkan countries but Stamen Grigorov was a special, exceptional case.

And as most of his professors, these erudites, knew very well that the limited area of natural sciences would give him only two opportunities – a career either in pure science or as a teacher, somehow very carefully they suggested the idea of continuing his education in more exact sciences. Medicine for example.    

The coincidence of this suggestion with his intimate wish could explain his force to graduate earlier the Faculty of natural sciences in Montpelier. It was not difficult for his abilities.

More difficult thing comes form the emptied purse of grandpa Gigo. Until now he was not stinting, he answered all his wishes, even satisfied his whims. Stamen realizes that not only once he abused with the money spent from his father.

But did he had to stop in the middle of the way? His thoughts are splitting him - a teacher or a doctor? One of his saved letters to grandpa Gigo lightened the painful questions sprouted in the crossroad moment:

‘I graduated the Faculty of natural sciences – he wrote to his father. This was my dream from my childhood and now it is reality. Thank you for  giving me everything without stint. But there is something which does not allows me to sleep and bothers me. A wish appeared in me and conquered me definitely – to graduate in medicine. I think this is the science which will make me useful for all the suffering and ill people from my native and favourite region...  

I ask you from all my heart and soul, give me a hand one more time, make a last effort and sacrificing for your son who made your life difficult and allowed himself a lot. I will never forget your huge over-efforts and sacrificing and will be thankful to all in our home one day.’ 

Grandpa Gigo was embarrassed. The illusory opportunity his first-born child to become the first doctor in this region crashed into the emptied purse. Who could help him? He had many friends but which one would untie the strings of the purse because of grandpa Gigo’s son? Many people blamed him because he had let go his hold of his lavish son. With that letter in the pocket he knocked on many doors around all Trun region – both to people from whom he expected to receive support and such who he had given loans in private. Some people promised they would return the money but some refused. Only one patriotic Trun-man - Naum Yankov – the Tsintsarin, without owing anything to grandpa Gigo, promised to share large part of the expenses needed for Stamen if only the young man returned to the town as a doctor.

Again grandma Zvezda, like the previous time, muttered against it and insisted on her son’s coming back. But the younger son Hristo took  grandpa Gigo’s side. He was ready for everything so that his elder brother would become a doctor.

This way the home blessing was given again, along with the money necessary for the beginning.  Stamen was waiting for them in Paris.

And from Paris to the Medical faculty of Geneva there was such a short way to go.

At the beginning of the century in this faculty, according to the contemporary people, the brightest scientists in the field of medicine in Europe worked there. And among them dominated the eminent presence of the world famous bacteriologist prof. Massol. 

During the first decade of the XX century the most dynamic scientific development was in the fields of natural sciences and biology. At that time the microscope was discovered and its widening usage reflected most positively on the medical scientific achievements.

It is considered that people working in the fields of science have an ascetic behaviour, which cannot probably be said about Stamen Grigirov. Either in Paris or in Geneva he was not far from the behaviour typical for student’s life. The freedom in his behaviour was an expression of his internal spiritual freedom. Some times it happened that he at once made away with all the money sent by grandpa Gigo each month. But these moments passed away very quickly. More and more   hours, days and months the Bulgarian student spent in the laboratories and mostly in that of prof. Massol. The lectures were insignificant part of his activities. The exams were not difficult at all for him for a long time.

The brilliant presentation at the bacteriology exam evidently was the reason why prof. Massol gave him a higher place among the other excellent students. Impressed, the professor invited him to become his chief assistant. This was surprising and shocking not only for the students but also for the professors, although not illogical for those who had already had contacts with the Bulgarian.

At that time as an initiative of the Institute Pasteur in Paris and its director - the Russian emigrant and bacteriologist Ilia Ilich Mechnikov, a survey was done on the number of centenarians in the world and their ratio in the population of each country. Surprisingly for all it turned out that the most numerous they were in Bulgaria. The organizers of the survey did not wanted to accept the data and decided to hold a new survey.  The results stayed the same. Probably they made the world famous scientist Mechnikov, who did research work on longevity, to ask himself what the reasons were for the Bulgarians to live so long, longer than in any other country in the world. The conditions of living were not very different from the rest countries and were even worse. Nothing led him to the suggestion about better nutrition. 

Probably with one only exception - kisselo mliako (yogurt).

Yes, the Bulgarian were the only few ones who produced and consumed kisselo mliako.

Although Mechnikov’s guessing was not stated clearly, it could be read under the lines of his scientific publications. But it stayed only a guess, because neither he nor anybody could back it up with data. Nobody knew the agent, the source for the kisselo mliako fermentation.

And the destiny being so friendly an ill fate prevailed over Stamen Grigorov’s life. Grandpa Gigo ran out of money completely and the sales of Naum Yankov – the Tsintsarin started decreasing and he stopped giving his share of financial support. At the end of the third year Stamen had to pay off debts to the landlords, to restaurants, to friends. The hard-breaking letters to his father did not receive any answer – grandpa did not have enough courage to answer back that there was no money left, and nobody who could lend him even a coin. 

At that time grandma Zvezda, worried by the letters, took out the last money she kept in secret even from her husband. Four gold coins put away for the other kids – two for Krastana’s dowry and two for Hristo’s marriage.

With this money Stamen paid off all his debts and went back to Bulgaria with no much hope to return to Geneva again, although there was only a year before his graduation.

Some consolation gave him the hope that with the acquired knowledge he could help people.  He had already gathered some experience from his previous visits to Bulgaria. He had already known about the sore throat and about the swelling abdomen (meshina), which so quickly sent his village fellows to their graves – within two or three days. 

