STREET FOODS
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Whether for a light breakfast, a midday snack
or to stave off a hangover, banitsa, a cheese-
or meat-stuffed filo pastry with a flaky golden

crust, is essential to local life in Sofia,
Bulgaria, especially around the holidays. = =
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(Clockwise from left) Banitsa is typically

enjoyed with unsweetened drinking
yogurt; other accompaniments for
a hearty Bulgarian breakfast;
freshly baked, flaky banitsa; the
wood oven at Bali-Baba; a small
banicharnitsa (banitsa maker) in
Sofia; Avrasia, a popular restaurant
and bakery for fresh banitsa.
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never worry about what I’'m going to eat for breakfast when
I visiting Bulgaria. Wherever you may happen to be, chances are
that somewhere — a bakery, a restaurant, even a hole-in-the-wall
kiosk — will have banitsa. This savory snack is enjoyed by folks
from all walks of life and indeed, in the average Sofia banicharnitsa
(a banitsa maker’s shop) you will find everyone from construction
workers to grandmas to stiletto-heeled fashionistas massed together,
often strung sideways through narrow doorways.

Usually accompanied by unsweetened drinking yogurt, banitsa
can curl inwards upon itself in golden rolls, or served straight-up, in a
more or less crunchy rectangle that is sometimes chopped into small
pieces by shop hands with impressive, specially constructed, curving
knives suited for the purpose.

As Bulgaria’s capital, Sofia naturally has the country’s biggest
range of banicharnitsa. This historic city is brimming with the
collected remnants of two millennia of civilizations; you cannot stray
far from sights like the National Archeological Museum, the massive
St Alexander Nevsky Cathedral or the glittering gold and green
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(Clockwise from opposite bottom)
Banitsa purveyor Beiker’s, at

the central market; locals

enjoy a pleasant city

center; eating banitsa

at Zaimov Park; a
snack from the
famous Sofiiska
Banitsa.
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domes of the Russian Church without stumbling upon this treat.

In fact, some of the best banitsa haunts are found close by major
sights, such as the Central Sofia Market Hall, set along Boulevard
Maria Luisa between the city’s historic Sofia Synagogue and
Ottoman-era Banya Bashi Mosque. Quick take-out banitsa and
other pastry treats are available at tiny places inside the market, like
Beiker’s, which offers cinnamon and pumpkin banitsa in addition to
cheese. Most famous, however, is the long-running Sofiiska Banitsa,
which has several branches throughout the capital.

Nourishing and uncomplicated, banitsa in fact makes the perfect
snack when strolling through downtown Sofia to check out the sights.
For some, it’s also a sort of reward. That’s how Denitsa Todorova, a
young Bulgarian history postgrad and tour guide on the unique Free
Sofia Tour puts it. “One of the most common questions visitors ask
me on the tour is ‘What would you recommend from your traditional
cuisine?” says Todorova. “My answer is always the same: banitsa!
It’s the favorite snack of many Bulgarians, bringing back cherished

childhood memories.”

HoIiday Traditions Banitsais prominent in Bulgaria’s
national psyche not only for its ubiquitous presence in bakeries and
shops, but also because of the time-honored tradition of cooking it
at home for celebrations at Christmas and to mark the New Year.
Banitsa preparation is typically a task for the family matriarch,
who may surreptitiously insert her own special touch — like a
small dogwood branch or coin — into the dough before cooking.
Traditionally, whoever gets the lucky piece will enjoy good fortune or
have their wishes come true in the new year.

To see how banitsa is made, try Bali-Baba, where every
banitsa is baked on the premises in a classic wood oven.
While Bulgarian banitsa is often made the “modern way”

— from pre-made rolls of dough just folded over — here

the establishment’s beaming Turkish pastry king works the

old-fashioned way. He appears much like an Italian
pizza chef, the freshly made dough practically
dances across his hands, twisting through

the air almost miraculously, without a tear
or untimely fold, until it can be cut and

stuffed on the gleaming marble counter
and cooked up for the next round of
satisfied customers. & By Chris Deliso

Photographs by Jonathan Perugia
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