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SLOVENIA

SLOVENIA
ANOTHER
COUNTRY

Slovenia’s borders have been fluid, but the

country and its wines have their own
fascination. Bruce Schoenfeld crossed
over from ltaly for a closer look

The liquid on the bar disgusts me. Brownish black. it siells like herbs bt
tastes horribly bitter, Sitting at a Slovenian roadhouse a five-minute walk
from the lalian border, 1 recognize the truth in the family joke about my
great-grandfather, who was raised in a contentions ]mt'iwl of Lastern
Earope. Some vears histownwould be Polish. Then the contoursof empire
would shift and it would become Russtan—then back again, to and fro,
through the decades. As the story goes. my great-grandfather hated when
Bussia had control "Ohbh.” he'd moan, "those Russian winters.”

In other words. borders matter, Little more than an hour before and
only a few miles awav, [d been at dinner in laly with Andrea Felluga of
the Friulian producer Marco Felluga, drinking lalian Tokay, cating
gnocehi, reveling in the melodie liltof the language, feeling smart and
:ﬂlp]lisiiruh'd. Now I'm lr.\inglu\\m‘i\ up I||='1'nlll'ag|‘ 1o take asecond 5i|r
of this foul liqueur. ealled pelinkovec with voices around me clamoring
like grinding machinery. Aerid smoke swirls from some brand of Soviet-
eracigarette, I Tdidn't know better, I'd think Ialy was a world away.

In truth. this was laly. and barely halfa lifetime rWn.Inﬂm\m;.,'\\url:l
War | and the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian empire, this wine-
producing valley of Goriska Brda became as ltalian as the Piazza San
Mareo, Then ltaly lost the next war and the settlement that followed
ceded it to the naseent amalgamation of Balkan states called Yugoslavia,
That lasted from 46 until 1ggo. when Slovenia emerged.

I a cultural schizophirenia manifests itsell among the small farmers
and vinevard owners of Western Slovenia today, well, that's probably 1o
be expected. "My family comes from the same village, all the generations.”
savs Tomaz Kavéid, who serves avant-garde Slovemian [ood (suchi as hear
cooked sous vide) athis vestaurant, Pri Lojzeta, down the highway toward
Ljubljana. "My geandiather was Austrian, My father is Balian. T was born in
Yugoslavia, and iy daughter was born in Slovenia, Allin the same house!”

Walking through the Slovene town of Medana the next morning, I'm
struck by hiow the countevside around it resembles lt;il}‘. And why
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‘A great, old wine that doesn’t announce itself,

Movia Bebula that rivals most whiie

Burgundy I've had.

“Lell him,

and his e'\[u'r-asi\ e face creases into a grin.

Sdwalde it Taly, Slovenians keep telling meowith awave of the
hand. isright over there, The familv-run hotelwhere F'mstaving
overlooks a valley of grapevines framed by a broad-shouldered
Wil As 1 gaze ont from the terrace, the international border
shices somewhere between |h‘u‘|\‘s_{l‘m|lui and loregronnd.

Vet Medana also looks like no Italian town ever would,
Purple lowers are planted around a squat, exotie-looking elock
tower. A wooden gazebo, apen lor puhlir use, cantilevers over
the city's old stone walls something I've never seen in twa
decades of Malian travel Its Sundav. and the churehgoing
crowd in its conservative, slightly tattered, semi-formal wear
reminds me of Bucharest or Sobia.

“For 4o vears, we had the Commumist regime.” explains
havéid "l"\'«-r\lliila;_r, slowed down, My fiancée’s Father is Talian,
Hes 7

l'l'f'll'L‘llll.l‘ the Way we :-Lm;;!m r the hn;;. Illhl\ the corn. We

sy I'm 37 and i a sense we're the same ge neration, We
conneet over that, But my fiancée is a modern Haltan woman.
She savs, “What are vou talking about™”

Ducking and weaving and finger-shooting

At the height of the ( Hlli War, (l.llldiwllnv erossing from
Yugoslavia to Italy would have meant serious trouble: fines,
But the valley
verdantis indivisible by borders. s grapes provide an ongoing
the Nalian

portion. Governments come and go. control shifts, borders are

imp!'imlmwul. WOrse, itsell, |n~.'||'u'|'u| and

connection between Goriska Brda and Collio,
drawn and redrawn, vet the vinevards, planted 10 the same
grape varicties. never nolice or care,

Or do they? As we drive through the conmtryside, winery
owner and enologist Alez Keistandic of Movia pulls hoth hands
from the steering wheel and throws them in the air in disgust.
“Lookatthese vinevards,” he shouts " Is eriminal!” The vines
planted with a high trellis, as opposed 1o the squatter, more
horizontal configuration across the border — show a seediness,
a lack of attention, that galls Kristandic, an cighth-generation
proprietor and this unofficial anbassador for Slovenian wines,

The vines at his Movia winery are planted in the lalian
stvle, and his winemaking is state of the art. Yot for some reason,
the Slovenian manifestation of local grapes like Bebulaas
well as the more international Sauvignon Blane and Merlot
lastes  dilferent Movia
wines have a tang, an agrecable sharpness, that theie more
sophisticated cousins across the horder don't share, 1 actually
like the Slovenian wines better, | tell keistanéic, and he raises
his arms again, this time in trivmph. Later we'll taste a 1966

from the lalian. Certainly  the

Movia Rebula that rivals most any white Burgundy I've had.
Gold-colored, vet still fresh in the mouth, it will majestically
evolve into ; |-ut1!h= seductive, be auly ove athe course of a glass:
a wine with the internal tension of « great Montrace het, but

“That'’s Slovena,

]H‘ Sdvs

none of the trappings. "\ great, old wine that doesnt announes
itsell.” Prell hime and his expressive face will erease into a grin
“That's Slovenia” he savs,

But hefore we can do that. hefore we ean taste any wine
at all, kristandié takes me 1o Sabating a steep mountain that
straddles the horder. We hike up a mule path that was used
tosupply troops during World War LAt the top, we encounter

a network of twnnels that was started In the Austreo-

Hungarians, and then, after Caporetto turned the war's
momentum, linished by the Talians, Inside a simall bar there,
we eat Slovenian sausage, pickles. and cheese and drink a
glass ofa rough Merlot Cabernet blend produced by the local
cooperative. T oclose my eves and imagine Hemingway,
who reputedly drove ambulanees on this front, drinking the
~Atisn't hard.

The battle for Sabatin was one of the longest and fiereest

SATHC COAFSE WA

of the ware. but as we elamber hack down the hillside, T ean't
!Il']l} thinking how frustrated troops on hoth sides would beaf
thev returned nearly a century later to see the inconclusive
resultol their efforts, Every few minutes, Keistandic raises his
head and annonnees a change of country. “Now we e in ltal”
he savs. Then. passing a small stone that serves as a marker:
Were in Slovenia” A moment later we're hack in laly again.
\nd then we turn a corner and duck nnder a steand of wire,
and he comes up with a grimace. “To tell vou the teuth.” he
savs, “Ldont know where we are.”

On the way to dinner, Reistandi® drives Tor hall an hour
over dark, winding roads. If he'dd been able 1o eross through
ltaly the trip would have taken less than ten minates. But most
borders are closed in the evening, so he's forced o make aseries
of switchbacks. "We are in Europe.” he savs, meaning the
Furopean Community, of which both countries are members
“Butwe're only in Europe until 7oelock vousee”

The restaurant. Breg, is a traditional Slovenian dining hall
owned by two sisters, Adrijana works the front of house:
Mirela cooks. Pans hang from beams overhead. The food is
hearty and simple —egg noodles with wild asparagus and
ham: barley with an egg frittata - and wonderfully flavorful.
We drink Kristanéiés wines, including the all-Rebula Lunar
which is at onee round in the mouth vet delightfully sharp,
with a thirst-quenching steeak of acid that makes the water
on the table redundant.

Mterward. Mirela and Alef begin a feverish round of Mora,
abettinggame involving finger-shootingand number-shouting
that's played on both sides of the border. Instanthy the air is
charged with emotion. The game consists of trving to predict
the sum of the number of fingers showing on vour hand and
vouropponent’s hand. Itis both a danee and a battle, a siving of
grunts and groans that beecomes a test of wills and wits (the



IPLACES TO VISIT

WINERIES

Movia, Dobrovo

+386 5 39 59 510

The benchmark producer in the area, Ales Kristanci¢, whose family
has owned the estate since 1820, designs his own, starkly beautiful
wine glasses (which can be found in high-end restaurants around
the world) and turns out clean, fresh, accessible bottlings that all
have at least a touch of grace, The Slovenian art in the Kristantic
living room, which doubles as a reception area for visitors, is itself

worth the visit.

Edi Sim¢ié, Dobrovo

+386 53959173

The piercing, high-acid Simci¢ whites may be Siovenia's best wines,
and the taut but generous Duet Lex is one of the better reds of the
region from either sicle of the border. Rudimentary tourism facilities.

Call ahead for an appointment.

ACCOMMODATION

Lodging in the Goriska Brda comes in two-distinct types: traditional,
family-run hotels and inns; and spiashy, modern outlets of Eastern
European chains, usually accompanied by casinos. Expect to spend
$80-170 mghtly.

Belica, Medana

+386 5 30 42 104; www.belica.net

The Mavric family serves the food in the restaurant, grows the
grapes in the nearby vineyard, makes the wine, runs the simpie but
unfailingly pleasant ten-room hosteiry, and probably cleans the
rooms, teo. Genuine Old World enctourism.

word for “one” in the half=Friulian, half-Slovene dialect unique
to Mora seems to be “ubihl™; the word for six.a serpentine hiss).
I'sip my wine and revel in my good fortune to be glimpsing a
bit of the connective tissue that binds the two halves of this
singular place together.

Vins sans frontivres.”

My last day in Slovenia L spend in Nova Gorica, the Slovenian
town that was cut from just about whele cloth after the
parsing of the landseape pul Gorizia, the region’s only urban
center, in Halian territory. s neat and orderly, far cleaner
than a comparable Nalian city, and full of impressive public
arl, including strikingly modern fountains, 1t also has a
block of faceless Communist-era apartiment houses and a
shiny new casino that, evervone tells me. attracts all the top
Halian businessmen.

The casino is atlached to a hotel, where, ueed by the
prospect of wireless Internet access and CNNCE spend my
final night. 1 eat an carlv dinner of lobster salad and venison
steak and drink an impressive red Duet Lex from Edi Siméic,
which is plush but full of Old World geip. Then D ake a walk.
An hour in, with dusk Talling, I end up standing before the

SLOVENILA

Hotel Casino Perla, Nova Gorica

+386 5 33 63 449

Shiny, sleek, relentlessly clean, but utterly devoid of charm, for
when you absolutely must have high-speed Internet, CNM, and
Bulgari scap.

RESTAURANTS

Breg, Breg pri Golem Brdu

+386 5 30 42 555; www.turizembreg.com

Run by sisters in a two-story house with rooms to let, Breg has
unadorned wooden chairs and tabies. kitschy ceramic figures, and
the best local food in the area. Specialties include roast rabbit, egg
noodies with prosciutto and wild asparagus, and an array of home-
baked breads.

Dambar, Nova Gorica

+386 5 33 31147

Stereotypical Eastern European attempt at a modern eatary, with
bad '80s pop on the sound system and sleek metailic detailing. But
the artfully made food transcends the surroundings, and the wine
list is the deepest in town,

Pri Lojzetu, Zemono

+386 5 36 87 007, www.prilojzetu.com

This hilitop castle dating to 1650, 12 miles (20km) down the highway
toward Ljubljana, serves the most avant-garde food in the region
With its cubes of tuna belly dipped in orange-flavored olive oil,
pasta injectad with carbonara, and a gin-and-tonic serbetto, Tomaz
Kavcic's tasting menu wouldn't be out of place in San Francisco or

Sant Celoni—except, possibly, the sous vide bear

raibway station. a 1go6 remmnant of old Gorizia that happened
to land on the Slovenan side when the lines were drawn.

\cross the street and a small plaza, 1 spot an halian flag
flapping in the breeze. The plaza. | realize, is a border
operating on the honor svstem. Running a fenee through
the plaza would clearly ruin it for the citizens of bath sides,
s0 it has been keptopen Strict warnings are posted, however;
"STATE  BORBER. PROHIBITED.  THE  MoMVEMENT  OF
PEDESTRIANS IS STRICTEY LIMITED TG THE e ARE.”

That concept seems preposterous, I a Slovenian toddler

CIRORSING

wanders a step too far he's breaking international law™ IFan
Italian r';ll'vh’.-;sh Kicks a ball so that it skips into the street, he
can't vetrieve (12 P all for security in this perilous age. but
surely such a concept is an anachronism. | recall my dinner
with Felluga in Collio several days before, and my shock af
learning that he has visited Slovenia only onee, 16 vears
ago, because the concept of horder crossing remains 0o
intimidating, | think of the Duet Lex T just enjoved a wine
available in the United States but practically unknown in Haly.
I decide to steike a blow for nnfettered internationalisim, for
cultural interchange, for genthy questioning authority. | walk
across the plaza and into another Jand. s



