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A Taste of Bulgaria

Bulgaria is the European Union’s poorest country, and
also has the lowest average wage, so it represents
good value for UK travellers with strong sterling.
However, a resurgence in wine tourism, driven by
improved quality and boutique vineyards, makes it an
ideal place for a holiday… with taste!

It should be mentioned, however, that at the time Bulgarian
red was also the fourth most popular wine import in the United
Kingdom.
The fall of the wall in 1989 and the collapse of the Soviet Union
saw sales plummet. The next decade was a period of confusion
about ownership as individuals sought to reclaim vines and
land that had been collectivised.

Bulgaria is a bargain venue for a holiday: A pound is worth
almost 2.8 Bulgarian Lev and one Lev buys roughly what one
pound will get you in the United Kingdom. A great cup of
coffee typically costs 50p, and meals will set you back only a
few pounds.

Even today, only about half of Bulgaria’s perhaps 150,000
hectares of vines are being tended. The rest lie fallow because
of continuing disputes about ownership, noted Guy Labeyrie,
a former Bordeaux winemaker who now owns vines in Bulgaria
and who co-runs, with Dimo Atanassov, Vitis luxury wine tours.

One delightful way to enjoy Bulgaria is to follow a range of
wine trails through lush countryside, with scores of beautiful
mountains and valleys. A hire car costs about 25 euro a day,
and four-star hotels are bargains at around 30 euros for a
double room, including breakfast.

Bulgaria joined the European Union in 2007. Along with
Georgia and Greece, Bulgaria claims to be the cradle of
winemaking, in the Thracian Valley that runs through the

Various web sites about Bulgaria offer information on a range
of trip types, and the official tourism office produces eight
helpful booklets that focus on specific topics like archeological
sites or nature trips.

Main Photo Top: The Roman Theatre in Plovdiv (Plamen Agov)
Below: The unique winery at Orbelus

My own passion, wine tourism, is only just emerging in
Bulgaria, driven by the Bulgarian Association of Independent
Wine-growers, a non-profit group, and one of the groups
leading the renaissance of Bulgarian wine.
The wine business became nationalised during the Soviet era
from the end of WW2 to the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989.
During the 1980s Bulgaria was the world’s second-largest
exporter of bottled wine, after France, although most of it
went to comrades in the former Soviet Union.
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middle of the country almost to Istanbul in the east. In his Iliad
Homer praises the wine of the Thracians.
It is believed the Phoenicians originated wine making about 1100
BC. The Greeks followed, 350 years later, and several centuries
before Christ the Thracians worshipped the Greek wine god
Dionysus. Thrace was believed to be his home and evidence of
Thracian wine culture can be found in magnificent treasures such
as gold goblets and drinking horns known as rhyton.
A government decree in 1960 officially divided Bulgaria into five
distinct wine regions. But since 2007 the EU only recognises two
– north and south – divided by the Balkan Mountains that run
east-west through the middle of Bulgaria.
Despite the EU edict, locals still think in terms of those five
regions. The Danube Plain in the north is characterised by a
temperate continental climate with hot summers, and focuses on
lighter reds and whites. The Black Sea region in the west contains
perhaps 30 per cent of the country’s 280 vineyards and makes
fine dry whites.
The Rose Valley extends south of the Balkan Mountains and has
two sub-regions known as East and West. The local variety
known as Red Muscat produces distinctly fruity wines. This region
is world famous for the oil distilled from the Damascus rose, and
used to make perfumes. Depending on the year, between 3 and
5 tonnes of rose petals are needed to make 1kg of oil. That
kilogram sells for between 4,000 and 7,000 euros depending on
quality.
Most of the reds are made in the Thracian Lowlands in southern
Bulgaria. The mountains protect the vines from severe northern
winds, and Cabernet Sauvignon and the local grape Mavrud thrive.

Above: Old houses in Plovdiv. Women restricted inside could chat
with their neighbours through the windows of the upper floors.

The Struma Valley, centred on the town of Melnik in the southwest, has almost Mediterranean climate and focuses on wines
made with the Melnik grape. It is difficult to grow and capricious
like Pinot Noir.
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Below: Typical Bulgarian vineyard landscape.
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Here are some quality vineyards I would recommend visiting:

Above Left: Nikola Zikatanov, owner of Villa Melnik
Above:
Villa Terres, which opened in 1991
Below:
The ‘Concrete Egg’ fermenter, at Ross-idi Winery

Eolis Estate, named after the Thracian word for wind and sun,
is based in Harmanli in the South Sakar region.
The Bratanov Family Winery, also in Harmanli , operates out of
a former Soviet factory. The surroundings are ugly but the wines
are beautiful.
Ivo Varbanov Wines come from the same factory as Bratanov.
Ivo is a famous concert pianist. Each wine is named after a piece
of classical music, such as Ivo’s Clair de Lune Chardonnay.
Ross-idi Winery, located in a former concrete factory in Nikolaevo district near Sliven, gets its name from a blend of the names
of the owners, Rosie and Eddie Kourian. The chardonnay was
fermented it in a concrete egg and has won Decanter awards.
Orbelus estate near Melnik is one of the few certified organic
vineyards in Bulgaria. Wines are made in a striking cellar shaped
like a half barrel.
Villa Melnik focuses on indigenous grapes. Owner Nikola Zikatanov said he was inspired by a story from the Gospel of St John
where Jesus said he was the root for the vines of life.
Chateau Koloravo produces the Ahal range of wines. Ahal is a
species of horse that the owner loves. These horses are only
found in Bulgaria and specialise in long-distance races.
Villa Terres Estate is in Karabunar village near Plovdiv, the
second-largest city, and offers gourmet food at bargain prices.

Bulgaria Fact Box
Daily flights to Sofia take about 3 hours from London Gatwick.

SOFIA

Cwine Tours are by Vitis Tour - office@vitistour.com
Car hire averages about 25 euro a day
Average hotel costs: 30 Euro for a double room per night.
Airport transfer to Sofia hotel: about 14 euro for one; cheaper
for a group.
Bulgaria is a member of the EU, so no visa is required for UK
citizens.
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