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start abroad when
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suggested Slovenia. They
tell Richard Webber

why it proved to be an
inspired idea

OUISE AND TAN SAMUEL have Louise’s

grandfather and their local estate agent to

thank for the dramatic change in their lives.

The Samuels had set their sights on a new life
in Spain, until prohibitive property prices made
them look elsewhere. As they weighed up their
options, Louise’s grandfather suggested Slovenia, a
country sandwiched between Austria, Hungary, Italy
and Croatia. No bigger than Wales, with a

population of just two million, it wasn't a destination

they had even considered.

“He’d sung with his choir at the Lake Bled
Festival and returned raving about the country,
suggesting we had a look,” explains Louise, 34.
“Then, when Ian’s mum died and we found
ourselves with money to invest, our local estate
agent told us about a farmhouse he’d bought in
Slovenia for £35,000. He regarded it a better
investment than anything in the UK.”

After six weeks exploring the entire country, which
boasts a myriad of landscapes — from Alpine
mountains and vineyard-studded hills to a beautiful
coastline and spa towns — Louise and Ian, 37, opted
for the quiet north-eastern region of Prekmurje,
which includes the rolling hills of the Goricko Nature
Park and wine regions of Lendava and Ljutomer. “As
soon as we found Prekmurje, we fell in love with the
place and knew it was right for us,” explains Ian, who

ran his own electrical installation company in the UK.

In 2005, after selling their two-bedroom Victorian
property in Ashford, Middlesex for £235,000, they
headed across Europe with their two children, Dylan
(6) and Lennon (3) for a new life in this unassuming
country that has been an EU member since 2004.

Although most Brits find it hard to pinpoint
Slovenia on a map, let alone tell you anything
about the country, times are changing. Emerging
from the shadow of neighbouring Croatia, Slovenia,
which recently celebrated the 15th anniversary of
its independence, is beginning to attract discerning
Brits seeking holiday homes or new lives abroad.
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The north-east is undergoing rapid regeneration
and the government is trying to attract foreign
investment, which will be helped when a planned
highway connecting it to the capital, Ljubljana, is
completed in 2008. “For winter tourists, that will
mean being at the foot of the ski slopes in Maribor
in less than 45 minutes,” explains Louise.

Happily ensconced in north-eastern Slovenia, the
Samuels recall the hospitality locals displayed upon

The Samuels sold their
home in Ashford and
bought a six-bedroom
property in north-
eastern Slovenia with
fruit trees and grape
vines in the garden



[image: image2.jpg]arriving in Murska Sobota, the town they’ve made
their home. “Our estate agent’s wife was
wonderful,” says Louise. “As well as helping us sort
out day-to-day matters, she took me to the local
school to enrol the children. She even arranged a
street party in our honour!”

“We had to dress in peasants’ clothes and swear
our allegiance to Prekmurje,” adds Ian. “In return, we

were presented with a lipa (lime) tree — the national

emblem of Slovenia. An old Slovenian proverb says:
“The true Slovenian must raise a child, write a book
and plant a tree.” In temperatures of more than 90°F,
1 had to dig a hole in our front garden while drinking
lethal homemade alcoholic concoctions, such as the
mighty slivo, a plum brandy.”

The Samuels then feasted on suckling pig while the
local bar owner erected a refrigerated beer pump in
the street. Wine was flowing and neighbours >
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Locals in the town of

bestowed them with gifts. “It was an amazing day,”
says Louise, “everyone made us feel so welcome.”

Similar friendliness is also evident at the schools
Dylan and Lennon attend, which has helped them
adjust to their new life. “Within a couple of weeks,
Dylan, who was only four then, was invited on a
camping trip with the school. It must have been
daunting but he wanted to go.

“He still struggles with the language, though,
which is upsetting at times. The problem is that he
relies on the teachers who can speak English. But
he's trying his best.

“As for Lennon, he loves school and his Slovene
is good,” enthuses Louise. “When we came here, he
couldn't speak much English either, so he's learned
both at the same time.”

Louise admits that the language is still a “huge
barrier” for them, too. She says: “Slovene is a
difficult language. Not only that, but where we live
a dialect is spoken.”

Like most people heading for foreign climes, the
Samuels hoped to find a more laid-back lifestyle and

“For the party, we had to dress in
peasants’ clothes and swear
allegiance to Prekmurje”

a slower pace that would give them the opportunity
to enjoy more quality time together. But Louise
admits it hasn't materialised. “There is always
something to do or someone to see.”

Upon arriving, the Samuels bought two rundown
Cottages, costing £47,000 and £40,000, and have since
transformed them. Their sale should release sufficient
capital for Tan and Louise to continue renovating
their main residence, a four-storey, six-bedroom
house that cost £90,000. “The main house is in a
good position, with a garden full of fruit trees and
grape vines,” explains Louise. “If we picked it up
and moved it back to where we lived in Ashford, it
would be worth half a million pounds.”

The Samuels are also kept busy running their own
company. The services they offer include self-catering
holiday accommodation, property management and
help for would-be property investors.

Establishing the business has been a challenge,
however. “The bureaucracy makes it difficult. >
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Slovenia doesn't offer much support to new and
small businesses, but we're still enjoying ourselves.”

Louise has also been working with the local
tourist board, helping to promote the region.
“Many of the tourist brochures aren't in English,
but people in the UK would love to spend their
holidays here because it has so much to offer,
including thermal spas, beautiful scenery, good
hiking opportunities and excellent cycle routes.”

Despite being a small country, Slovenia's varied
topography results in a wide variety of climates.
The north-west has Alpine conditions, with skiing
between December and March, while the south is
Mediterranean, with hot summers and mild
winters. The great thing about Slovenia is that we
still have four defined seasons, and everyone is
beautiful in its own way,” says Louise. “If you enjoy
walking and cycling, April to June and September to
November are ideal, while sun worshippers love May
to September, when things can really hot up.

“But we still experience extreme weather
conditions from time to time. Last year, the
temperature where we live dropped to minus 26°C,
but in the summer jumped to over 40°C!”

With most Slovenians enjoying a high standard
of living, it's not the cheapest country in Europe,
although petrol, wine, beer and eating out are
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Slovenia has much to
offer tourists, not least
its beautiful scenery

considerably less expensive than in the UK. But
while the cost of apartments in tourist hotspots
such as Ljubljana, Lake Bled and the ski resort
Kranjska Gora spiral, bargains can still be found in
the east. “Prices are increasing steadily here, too,”
says Louise, “but not as quickly as elsewhere.
Though it's predicted that prices across the'country
as a whole will rise by 210% over the next ten years,
so I'm confident that our investment in property
will pay dividends.”

Despite not having found the quieter life they
hankered after, the Samuels are enamoured of life
in Slovenia, where crime rates are low, respect for
one's elders genuinely observed, and people are
friendly. Louise says: “ A real sense of community
exists here, which is one of the things we were
looking for when deciding to move abroad. People
enjoy more freedom and aren't followed by CCTV
cameras everywhere they go, as in the UK. Ian is
saddened by the recent decline in British society,
whereas here, people are proud to be Slovenian.
We've been accepted into the community and it
feels like home now.”

For information about holiday rentals or buying property in
Slovenia, visit the Samuels' website
www.sloveniaforfamilies.com




