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THINK WE'RE BOWLING.
/  Teat's the impression | get from
the four maple lanes shimmering
under fluorescent lights, the large
red and green balls rolling down
them, and the pins occasionally
bouncing off each other and into
the air. | think that's what this is,
and I'm pretty sure we're doing it at
the base of Bulgaria's Bansko All
Seasons Resort-Eastern Europe's
newest mega ski area, and a place
I'd thought someone might go to
get away from bowling. Yet here
we are. Throwing the rock. With a
group of skiers dressed as mon-
sters. Which is weird.

Not that monsters, or bowling for
that matter, are foreign to this part of the
world. Dracula used to impale his foes a
few hundred miles north in Romania's
Transylvanian Alps. Frankenstein's castle
is an overnight train ride to the northwest
near Mainz, Germany. Titans and
Cyclopes roamed the coastlands of
Greece and Turkey to the south. The
bowling is easier to rationalize—it's
brightly colored, not very cool, and
American, which pretty much guarantees
it a special place in Eastern European
culture. Like Hall and Oates. But still, I'm
not sure it belongs here, in this quaint
10th century farming-turned-ski town set
at the foot of the Balkan Mountains.

From the look on his dark, Slavic
face | can see our Bulgarian guide, Andy
Balevski, doesn't think so either. He's
skied Bansko most of his life and repre-

sents all things extreme in the southeast-
ernmost corner of Europe. He co-owns a
ski school here in the winter and a wind-
surfing school on the Black Sea in the
summer with his girlfriend, Maia. He's
logged countless first descents in the
Pirin  Mountains—a sub-range of the
Central Balkans surrounding Bansko. At
26, he's the president of the Bulgarian
Extreme and Freestyle Skiing
Association (BEFSA), a ski club 60
members strong that hosts an annual
extreme competition here.

Andy looks to me for help in under-
standing the scene. He smiles self-con-
sciously. The Headless Horseman watch-
es from the shadows. Frankenstein is
standing at the bar. It's not the costumes
that have him buffaloed; it's the idea of
major American ski media being here at
all, in his hometown resort. The monsters

are here to film a new ski movie.
Photographer Dave Reddick and | came
to cover Bansko's rumored powder
slopes in print. Just last year, Bansko
existed as a backwater, ex-communist
recreation facility operating with one
Chenenko-era triple chair and a handful
of half-soused lifties. Only a year ago,
Andy and his posse of locals skied waist-
deep powder all day, never crossing a
track—not just in the days after a storm,
but ever. People never bowled in Bansko
before now. Last season, this hotel didn't
even exist.

Andy takes Maia's hand and stands
to leave. "This is crazy," he says, He's not
upset. His and BEFSA's efforts helped
get us here. But he's right. This is crazy.
All the incredible changes Bansko has
gone through in 19 months. The literal
overnight transformation from sleepy
Eastern Bloc powder haven to up-and-
coming international destination. And all
these Americans-yes, there are others-
here to expose Europe's next secret
stash. It's almost too much to compre-
hend. Especially with the monsters, and
the crashing balls, and this doppeiganger
of Frankenstein who is now lurching
toward our seat with a tray of 12 White
Russians.

"HE'S TYING SHOELACE KNOTS,"
Dave says.

"Square knots?" | ask. "Or bowlines?"

"Shoelace knots."

| look closer. He's right. It's 8 arm. and
the sun is rising over the Pirins. We've
been waiting all week to secure helicop-
ter time after a warm spell across Europe
ruined inbounds skiing. Now we're stand-
ing behind Bansko's sparkling new gon-
dola base station, watching our pilot tie



