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MARTIN HESSE DIVES INTO A BIG
BOWL OF GOAT YOGURT

A CREDIT MILLIONAIRE'S
VIEW OF THE PIRINS.
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the.slack sea pLaries,chapter 2:

skiingmunueulgaria? insane vertical, steep trees, mad goats and cheese so sour

your eyes water? millions spent on high-alpine enterprise at sansko? A rabid
local freeride contingent that hosts successful Big-mountain comps? who knew?

ﬂpparentl,g, everyone.

he gypsies danced into the
night.
| By a river, on the edge of
town, silhouetted against a
towering bonfire like kinder-
garten cutouts, their mari-
onette figures circled the flames, swooping
flutes, pounding drums, and weaving an
ancient rhythm whose metronome rivaled
the house techno leaking through porous
brick from a local club.

Fueled by a bricolage scavenged from a
backdrop of disintegrating buildings, the leap-

ing, enthusiastic tongues could have licked
stars from the sky; instead they managed only
to extinguish an occasional snowflake tum-
bling from the still, obdurate clouds.

We stood apart from the dancers, sepa-
rated by a concrete ditch into which, like
some snake in a shoebox, a river's meander-
ing ambition had long ago been forced. It
was an unconquerable divide we hadn't
expected as we'd stumbled over rubble-con-
stellated ground toward the fire. A physical
barrier emblematic of the deep cultural
chasm across which we now gazed—or at
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least the fact that we were too drunk to try
and cross it.

From our wavering vantage, we peered
back through centuries.

It had started out as a typical exotic ski
mission: word had it some crazed riders
held a respectable annual big-mountain con-
test in Bulgaria's unheralded but impressive
mountains; a Whistler posse was heading
over to do battle, and following them would
make a unique story for those of us in the
business of unique stories. That everybody
and his dog already knew about it—such that
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writer Sam Moulton and photographer Paul
Morrison, withering in the cold to my right

and working on a story for Skiing, were but
the tip of a significant North American ice-

berg docked in the town of Bansko—would

become clear only later.

This current vignette, however, was merely
the eve of Lent, with the gypsies enjoying a
final toxic binge before the 40-day purge.
They swigged homemade rakia—a grappa-
like liquor of local record—from soda bottles
passed in hands otherwise occupied with
music dating to the Ottoman Empire. It
seemed we'd been there hours when the last
empty bottle was tossed onto the pyre. As if
on cue, the wind picked up and snow bore
down across the Pirin Mountains. And still the
gypsies played, notes spiraling on Vesuvian
sparks, drifting over the garbage-strewn
ditch, settling onto frozen ground, and rush-
ing toward us like cold air under a door jamb.

Our Bulgarian hosts watched impassively,
Moulton scribbled in his notebook, Morrison
squeezed off one last shot, and | pushed my

The magic trees uere a
perfect forest fusion of
precipLtous and spacious
we followed under the
canopy, amazed at Living-
room Legroom, and on
high alert for goats
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ungloved hands into a backpack to fight the
growing chill. What | found there was
warmth of a different stripe—a half-finished
bottle of rakia.

Eyebrows arched. It was going to be
another very long night.

T hey called them Magic Trees, and they
were—an unimaginably perfect forest
fusion of precipitous and spacious.
Think powder skiing 1,000 metres of 40-
degree slopes under perfectly spaced
Douglas fir with no undergrowth and you have
the bauptan for this chunk of Bansko Resort,
an eternity of forest between the main peak,
Todorka, and the groomed rollers of a ski
area that recently transformed itself from a
funkified, Sovietski backwater for local sport
aficionados into an ultra-modern destination
resort with an access gondola, high-speed
quads, and computerized snowmaking.

This mantle of huge, aged trees was, in
fact, one of the last old-growth forests in
Eastern Europe and one of the big reasons
the area was also a national park. Another
was the wild goats.

Ourfirst run had been through sun crust
and sastrugi, then a few centimetres of new
over a rat's nest of ground-hugging Macedonian
pine. Next lap found us in a fantastic multi-
entrance bowl, but still battling changeable
conditions and crust. That was when the
Bulgarian Extreme and Freestyle Skiing
Association—represented by Krasi Petrov,
brother llian, and Ivo Altanov—showed us the




Magic Trees.

—Watch for goats, said Ivo. They're like
spirits in the forest.

—Will they run away or stay put? | asked,
recalling that BEFSA's big-mountain contest
was titled the Mad Goat Ride, and posters
featured a crazed-looking ungulate.

—1 don't know, said Krasi, pushing off.

We followed under the canopy, amazed at
living-room legroom, slightly perturbed by
icy, rattling conditions, and on high alert for
marauding goats. We saw none, though it's
likely they saw us crashing through crust and
tumbling under the protective evergreen.
Following an easy cat-track back to the
resort made it clear that on powder days,
goats be damned, there was no better place
to spin laps.

On the plateau where we loaded the chair
stood four otherworldly ice sculptures that
rose like 20-metre stalactites to end in
sharp, disemboweling spikes. A de facto
warning to aspiring communist despots, they
were so bizarre as to somehow oddly belong.
Their shadows moved across the snow like
sundials.

—What are those all about? | asked Krasi
on the ride up.

—I don't know.

—So they're just there all the time?

—No. They are from vodka promotion.
Sculpture.

—You do know. Are they abstract, repre-
sentational, impressionistic?

—I don't know.

—Is there something we should know
about Bulgarian vodka?

—I don't know.

—Can you drink the tap water? | ask, tak-
ing a more practical tack.

—Yes. It is very good. Although maybe not
so much in Bansko. You might have stomach
disorder. | am developing disorder my last
time here. It is very bad. So, no, do not drink
tap water.

—Is there anything else we should know?

—I don't know.

e first became entwined with the

brothers Petrov at the airport in Sofia,

where a smiling Krasi piled Moulton,
Morrison, myself, and a mountain of baggage
into the smallest vehicle imaginable. After
parking the car in a "secure" place (brother
llian's suburban garage) and commandeering
another vehicle, we'd ventured into the city to
kill time until we could meet up with Ivo
(BEFSA's vice president) for the drive to
Bansko. The afternoon in Sofia offered a dis-
count lesson in East European history.

Bulgarian communism sailed into the sun-

set during a bloodless 1989 coup, leaving the
all-too-familiar hourglass stratification of
post-communist society to take hold—the
ultra-rich who capitalized on the hidden
economy of communism after privatization; a
tiny middle class that, theoretically, with time
and economic care, grow; and the legions of
working poor who'd never really been uplift-
ed and were now caught out by sudden,



