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			“Should be required reading for anyone hoping to understand the growing appeal of authoritarian leaders in Eastern Europe today . . . Combining black humor with lyrical prose, Szabłowski brilliantly captures the tragic disorientation of men and women whose lives were bifurcated by the sudden collapse of Communism and ruthless onslaught of neoliberal capitalism. . . . A poignant allegory about the human costs of regime change.”

			—Kristen Ghodsee, author of Red Hangover: Legacies of Twentieth-Century Communism

			“A fascinating and wide-ranging book that shows how, across different and diverse species, old habits die slowly, if at all. Humans, like other animals, often don’t know when they’ve gained freedom because conditions of oppression have become the norm and they’re unable to adjust to a newfound lack of restraint. Szabłowski’s clever and metaphorical use of dancing bears to make this point is beautifully done.”
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			Athens: Every day thousands of Greeks here dream that one day their country will finally be run by the best and happiest system: Communism.

			Belgrade: For many years war criminal Radovan Karadžić was here in hiding, disguised as a doctor of alternative medicine.

			Berat: Here a construction worker, Djoni, smashes up the bunkers built by Enver Hoxha.

			Gori: Here, in the house where Stalin was born, the generalissimo’s death mask is guarded by his vestal virgins.

			Havana: Thousands of Cubans tremble as they hear reports about the declining health of Fidel Castro, some in horror, others in hope that the winds of change will finally start to blow on their island too.

			London: Lady Peron’s five acres are located here, between the Victoria railway and coach stations.

			Kosovska Mitrovica: Good friends Florent and Dušan set off from here to distribute chickens to the Serbs who come home to Kosovo.

			Medyka: Day in and day out, thousands of “ants” walk across the Ukraine border here, bringing vodka and cigarettes into Poland.

			Narva: The capital of the Estonian Russians, where not even the police can speak Estonian.

			Sierakowo Sławieńskie: In the fight against poverty, the former residents of a state farm that was located here have founded the Hobbits’ Village. They dress up as figures out of Tolkien and invite kids to take part in field games.

			Tirana: Enver Hoxha ruled Albania from here, where there’s still a pyramid designed in his memory by his daughter and son-in-law.

			Belitsa: This town is the site of the thirty-acre Dancing Bears Park, where the bears are taught to live in freedom.
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			Dryanovets: This is the home of brothers Gyorgy and Stefan Marinov. Gyorgy used to travel the Black Sea coast and the local fairs with his female bear, Vela. Stefan was an expert in the extremely difficult art of wrestling with a bear.

			Getsovo: Here, in 2007, the last three dancing bears in Bulgaria—Misho, Svetla, and Mima—were taken away from the Stanev family.

			Yagoda: A town whose bear keepers were famous, though poorer than their colleagues in the north of the country. The Bulgarians used to say with a sneer that every resident of Yagoda had a bear at home.

			Loznitsa: This village was the birthplace of Pencho Kubadinski, who hid with Gypsy bear keepers during the Second World War and later became one of the best known Bulgarian Communists—a close friend and colleague of Todor Zhivkov.

			Sofia: Here in the capital city, only a few years ago, you could still see bear keepers in trams, at housing developments, and even outside stores or lottery-ticket sales outlets. They played the gadulka—a traditional string instrument—and begged for handouts.

			Varna, Golden Sands: Not many years ago, before Bulgaria joined the European Union, the most popular Bulgarian resorts were still full of bear keepers and their animals.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			The guy with the wacky hair and the crazed look in his eyes did not appear out of nowhere. He was already known to them. Sometimes he said how great they were, and told them to go back to their roots; if need be, he threw in some highly unlikely but madly alluring conspiracy theory. Just to get them to listen. And to give them a fright. Because he’d noticed that if he scared them, they paid him more attention.

			They’d gotten used to him being there, and to the fact that now and then, with a totally straight face, he said something unintentionally hilarious. Sometimes he hovered on the fringes of political life, sometimes closer to the mainstream, but he was generally regarded as a mild eccentric.

			Until one fine day they rubbed their eyes in amazement. Because the guy with the wacky hair had entered the race for one of the highest offices in the land. And just as before, here he was, trying to scare them again—with talk of refugees, war, and unprecedented disaster. With anything at all. He was also trying to pump up the national ego. In the process—in the eyes of the so-called elite—he was making a bit of a fool of himself. But he was also making big promises. Above all, he promised to turn back time, and make things the way they used to be. In other words, better.

			And he won.

			You know where this happened? Yes, you’re right. In our part of the world. In post-communist Central and Eastern Europe. In Regime-Change Land.

			

			•   •   •

			Regime-Change Land is the lava that began to pour from the volcano known as the “Soviet Union and its satellites” shortly before it erupted and ceased to exist. Our part of the world did of course have an earlier existence—the Poles, Serbs, Hungarians, and Czechs, for example, have long histories. But since World War II we had been living in the Soviet sphere of influence, put on ice by the agreements concluded at Yalta by Stalin, Roosevelt, and Churchill, which had left us on the dark side of the balance of power.

			The lava began to flow in Poland on June 4, 1989, when the first (almost) free elections were held.

			Then the Berlin Wall came down. And the lava really began to flow.

			Soon after that, the Soviet Union came apart, and so did the whole post-Yalta order.

			We became free. Not just the Poles, Serbs, Hungarians, and Czechs, but also the Estonians, Lithuanians, Ukrainians, Bulgarians, Kirghiz, Tajiks, Kazakhs, and others. A large part of the world gained freedom, for which it was not prepared. In the most extreme cases it wasn’t expecting or even wanting it.

			

			•   •   •

			The story of the dancing bears was first told to me by Krasimir Krumov, a Bulgarian journalist I met in Warsaw.

			For years on end, he said, these bears had been trained to dance, and had been treated very cruelly. Their owners kept them at home. They taught them to dance by beating them when they were small. They knocked out their teeth, to make sure the bears would never suddenly remember they were stronger than their keepers. They broke the animals’ spirits. They got them drunk on alcohol—many of the bears were hooked on strong drink forever after. And then they made them perform tricks for tourists—dancing, imitating various celebrities, and giving massages.

			Then, in 2007, when Bulgaria joined the European Union, the keeping of bears was outlawed. An Austrian organization called Four Paws opened a special park in a place called Belitsa, not far from Sofia, and the bears were taken from their keepers and relocated there. Gone was the whip, the brutality, the nose ring that—according to the people from Four Paws—symbolized the bears’ captivity. A unique project began: to teach freedom to animals that had never been free. Step by step. Little by little. Cautiously.

			The animals were taught how a free bear is supposed to move about. How to hibernate. How to copulate. How to obtain food. The park at Belitsa became an unusual “freedom research lab.”

			As I listened to Krumov, it occurred to me that I was living in a similar research lab. Ever since the transition from socialism to democracy began in Poland in 1989, our lives have been a kind of freedom research project—a never-ending course in what freedom is, how to make use of it, and what sort of price is paid for it. We have had to learn how free people take care of themselves, of their families, of their futures. How they eat, sleep, make love—because under socialism the state was always poking its nose into its citizens’ plates, beds, and private lives.

			And, just like the bears of Belitsa, sometimes we cope better with our newfound freedom, sometimes worse. Sometimes it gives us satisfaction, but sometimes it provokes our resistance. Sometimes our aggression too.

			

			•   •   •

			A few years after I first met Krumov, I went to the Dancing Bears Park in Belitsa. I wanted to know what a freedom lab was like. I learned that:

			
					the bears are given their freedom gradually, in small doses. It can’t be given to them all at once, or they’d choke on it.

					freedom has its limits; for the bears, the limit is an electrified wire fence.

					for those who have never experienced it before, freedom is extremely complicated. It is very difficult for bears to get used to a life in which they have to care for themselves. Sometimes it simply can’t be done.

			

			And I learned that for every retired dancing bear, the moment comes when freedom starts to cause it pain. What does it do then? It gets up on its hind legs and starts to dance. It repeats the very thing the park employees are trying their best to get it to unlearn: the behavior of the captive. As if it would prefer its keeper to come back and take responsibility for its life again. “Let him beat me, let him treat me badly, but let him relieve me of this goddamned need to deal with my own life,” the bear seems to be saying.

			

			•   •   •

			Guys with wacky hair who promise a great deal have been springing up in our part of the world like mushrooms after rain. And people go running after them, like bears after their keepers. Because freedom has brought not just new opportunities and new horizons—it has also brought new challenges. Unemployment, which under socialism they never knew. Homelessness. Capitalism, often in a very wild form. And like the bears, people would sometimes prefer their keepers to come back and relieve them of at least some of the challenges. To take at least some of the weight off their backs.

			While I was gathering the material for this book, I thought it was going to be about Central and Eastern Europe, and the difficulties of our emergence from Communism. But in the meantime, guys with wacky hair and a crazed look in their eyes have started to appear in countries that have never experienced Communism. It turns out that fear of a changing world, and longing for someone who will relieve us of some of the responsibility for our own lives, who promise that life will be the same as it was in the past, are not confined to Regime-Change Land. In half the West empty promises are made, wrapped in shiny paper like candy.

			And for this candy, people are happy to get up on their hind legs and dance.

		

	
		
			Part One

		

	
		
			I. Love

			1.

			Gyorgy Marinov hides his face in his right hand, and with his left taps the ash from his cigarette onto the ground, which in the village of Dryanovets is a deep-brown color that passes here and there into black. We’re sitting outside his house, which is coated in gray plaster. Marinov is a little over seventy, but he’s not bent double yet, although in Dryanovets, a village in northern Bulgaria inhabited mainly by Gypsies, very few men live to his age.

			It’s not much better for the women either. There’s a death notice pinned to the door frame of Marinov’s house with a picture of a woman only a little younger than he is. It’s his wife—she died last year.

			If you go through that door, passing a cart, a mule, and a heap of junk along the way, you come to a dirt floor. In the middle of the room there’s a metal pole stuck into the ground. A female bear called Vela spent almost twenty years tied to it.

			“I loved her as if she were my own daughter,” says Marinov, as he casts his mind back to those mornings on the Black Sea when he and Vela, dependent on each other, pointed their noses in the direction of the water, had a quick bite of bread, and then set off to work along the road as the asphalt rapidly heated up. And those memories make him melt, just as the sunshine would melt the asphalt in those days, and he forgets about his cigarette until the lighted tip starts to burn his fingers; then he tosses the butt onto the brown-and-black earth, and he’s back in Dryanovets, outside his gray house with the death notice pinned to the door frame.

			“As God is my witness, I loved her as if she were human,” he says, shaking his head. “I loved her like one of my immediate family. She always had more than enough bread. The best alcohol. Strawberries. Chocolate. Candy bars. I’d have carried her on my back if I only could. So if you say I beat her, or that she had a bad time with me, you’re lying.”

			2.

			Vela first appeared at the Marinovs’ house at the beginning of the gloomy 1990s, when Communism collapsed, and in its wake the collective farms, known in Bulgaria as TKZS—trudovo kooperativno zemedelsko stopanstvo, or “labor cooperative farms”—began to go under. “I was a tractor driver at the TKZS in Dryanovets. I drove a Belarus tractor and I loved my job,” says Marinov. “If I could have, I’d have worked at the collective farm to the end of my days. Nice people. The work was tough sometimes, but it was in the open air. We never lacked a thing.”

			But in 1991 the TKZS began to slow down. The manager called Marinov in and told him that under capitalism a tractor driver must not only drive a tractor but also help with the cows, and the sowing, and the harvest. Marinov had helped people to do other jobs on very many occasions anyway, so he couldn’t see any problem. The manager replied that he understood all that, but that even if his tractor drivers were multifunctional, he couldn’t keep twelve of them on under capitalism—because until then there had been twelve at the TKZS in Dryanovets. At most, he could keep three. Marinov was made redundant.

			“I was given three months’ pay in advance—then that was it, good-bye,” he recalls, and adds: “If you go out of my house, walk a short way to the right, and stand on the hillock, you’ll see what’s left of our collective farm. It was a beautiful farm, three hundred cows, a thousand acres, extremely well run! Most of the people working there were Gypsies, because the work was too stinky for Bulgarians. Now it has all fallen through, and instead of working, the Gypsies sit around unemployed. But the milk they sell in the market at Razgrad is German. Clearly it’s worth it for the Germans to have big farms but not for the Bulgarians.”

			In 1991 Marinov had to ask himself the basic question that every redundant worker has to face: “What else am I capable of doing?”

			“In my case the answer was simple,” he says. “I knew how to train bears to dance.”

			His father and grandfather were bear keepers, and his brother, Stefan, had kept bears ever since leaving school. “I was the only one in the family who’d gone to work at the collective farm,” says Marinov. “I wanted to try another life, because I already knew about bears. Lots of bear keepers got jobs at the farm, as I did. But I grew up around bears. I knew all the songs, all the tricks, all the stories. I use to bottle-feed my father’s two bears by hand. When my son was born, he and the bears were kept together. There were plenty of times when I got it wrong—my baby drank from the bear’s bottle, and the bear from his. So when they fired me from the collective farm, there was one thing I knew for sure: if I wanted to go on living, I had to find a bear as fast as possible. Without a bear, I wouldn’t survive a year.

			“How did I find one? Wait, let me light another cigarette and then I’ll tell you the whole story.”

			3.

			“I went to the Kormisosh nature reserve to get a bear. It’s a well-known hunting ground; apparently Brezhnev forgave our Communists a billion leva* of debt in exchange for taking him hunting there. So I was told by a guy who worked at Kormisosh for forty years, but I don’t know if it’s true.

			“First I had to go to Sofia, to the ministry responsible for the forests, because I had a friend there from school. Thanks to him, I got a voucher for a bear, authorizing me to buy one at Kormisosh, so from Sofia I went straight to the reserve. They knew of me there by hearsay, because my brother, Stefan, had been to them in the past with other bear keepers, and in those days he’d been a real star. He used to perform at a very expensive restaurant on the Black Sea, where the top Communist Party leaders used to go. He was on television several times. Lots of people all over Bulgaria would recognize him.

			“Stefan got his bear from a zoo in Sofia. A drunken soldier had broken into the bear enclosure, and the mother happened to have cubs at the time, so she attacked him and killed him on the spot. They had to euthanize her, as they always do if a zoo animal kills someone. Stefan heard about it and went to buy one of the cubs.

			“At the restaurant show, first came some girls who danced on hot coals, and then he was on. He’d start by wrestling with the bear and end with the bear massaging the restaurant manager’s back.

			“Then a long line of people would form, to have the bear massage them too. My brother earned pretty good money that way. Of course he had to share it with the manager, but there was enough for both of them.

			“So I went to Kormisosh. The forester asked me to pass on his greetings to my brother, and then they brought out the little bear. She was a few months old. They’re best like that, because they’re not too attached to their mothers yet—they can still change keepers without making a fuss. If you take an older bear away from its mother, it can starve itself to death.

			“So she’s looking at me. And I’m looking at her. I’m thinking, ‘Will she come to me or not?’ I kneel down, hold out my hand, and call, ‘Come here, little one.’ She doesn’t move, just gazes at me, and her eyes are like two black coals. You’d fall in love with those eyes—I tell you.

			“I took a piece of bread out of my pocket, put it in the cage, and waited for her to go inside. Again she looked at me. She hesitated for a moment, but then she went in. ‘Now you’re mine,’ I thought, ‘for better or worse.’ Because I was fully aware that a bear can live with someone for thirty years. That’s half a lifetime!

			“I paid thirty-five hundred leva for her, but I didn’t regret a single penny. She went straight to my heart at once. That money was my payoff from the collective farm, plus a little more that I’d borrowed. In those days you could buy a Moskvich car for about four thousand.

			“But I couldn’t afford a Moskvich as well, so I went part of the way home with the cub by bus, which was an immediate pleasure, because all the children were interested in my bear and wanted to pet her. I took it as a good sign. And it showed I’d gotten a really great bear, friendly and lovable. And then I thought, ‘Your name will be Valentina. You’re a beautiful bear, and that’s a beautiful name, just right for you.’ And it stuck. Valentina, or Vela for short.

			“Then we had to transfer to a train, and Vela traveled in the luggage compartment. The conductor didn’t want a ticket for her; he just asked me to let him pet her. Of course I did. But I also insisted on paying for a ticket. That’s what I’m like—if you owe something, you have to pay, and that’s final. I always used to buy Vela a ticket, like for an adult person, without any discount for petting her. There was just one occasion when the conductor insisted. He said someone in his family was in the hospital, and he regarded the bear as a good sign, as good luck for that person. I could see it mattered to him, so that one time I didn’t pay up.”

			4.

			“The biggest problem I had was with my wife. Because I went to Kormisosh without telling her. And when I suddenly appeared at the front door with a bear, she went crazy.

			“‘Are you out of your mind? What sort of a life are we going to have?’ she screamed, and came at me with her fists flying. I gave in to her, and left the house.

			“I’d always done my best to live in harmony with my wife, and I can’t say I wasn’t upset at her for screaming like that, but I did understand her to some extent. The life of a bear keeper isn’t easy. Of course, he can earn a living. You see this house? It’s still standing thanks to our Valentina. On a good day at the seaside I earned more than I did in a whole month at the collective farm.

			“But it’s a job that has its price. You have be on the alert the whole time to make sure the bear doesn’t go wild and harm you—Vela was with us for twenty years, but you could never drop your guard for an instant. You don’t know when your bear’s instincts might awaken. A man I know in the next village, Ivan Mitev, had had his bear for fifteen years. He bought her at the circus, so you might think he’d never have any trouble with her—her mother and grandmother had never known freedom, so her instincts should have been well suppressed. Until one day Ivan failed to tie her up properly, and she broke loose, killed three hens, and ate them. How she did it, I don’t know. Vela sometimes had hens flapping around her head while she slept, but it never occurred to her to eat them. But it happened with Mitev’s bear. Once her instincts had awoken, she started attacking people—the keeper, his wife, and their children. She kept trying to bite them. Suddenly they had a major problem. Unfortunately, a bear has no sense of gratitude and won’t remember that you’ve fed it corn and potatoes for the past fifteen years. If it goes wild, it’ll start to bite.

			“On top of that, bear keepers aren’t exactly welcome among people. We’re not respected. I had a problem with this for ages, and I never, ever performed with Vela either here, in Dryanovets, or in the neighboring villages. Only when I reached Shumen, and that’s almost forty miles away from us, would I take out my gadulka, or fiddle, and start to work.

			“So when I brought the little bear cub home, my wife knew perfectly well how it would all end. Women are very wise, and the moment she saw that shaggy little creature she also saw the people who’d laugh at us, the nights we’d spend out in the rain, and us trailing from yard to yard in the hope that someone would toss us a few pennies.

			“But I knew my dearly departed wife, as well. And I knew that if I put up with her outburst of anger, she’d soon come to love the bear like her own child.

			“I wasn’t mistaken. By the time the first winter came, she was urging me to make Vela a shelter as soon as possible or the animal would freeze. And whenever it rained, she took an umbrella and ran to the tree where Vela was tied up, to make sure the little bear didn’t get wet. If she could have, she’d have kept her in the house, the way some city folk keep dogs.”

			5.

			“When I brought the cub here, the worst trouble I had was from a major in the militia—or had it been renamed the police by then? I can’t remember—those changes happened so quickly that no one could keep up with them. When he found out I had a bear cub, he came and said, ‘Citizen Marinov, I’ve heard you’re keeping a bear at your place. I’ll give you seven days to get rid of it.’

			“I tried arguing, saying, ‘But Mr. Major, what do you mean? I bought it legally. I have a receipt from the Kormisosh park. Anyway, thanks to your economic transformation they’ve taken away my job, so let me do something else!’

			“But the major refused to listen. ‘You’ve got seven days,’ he said. ‘And that’s my last word on the matter, Citizen Marinov.’

			“It was suspicious, because there were six other bears in our village at the time, including the one belonging to my brother, Stefan. So why was he picking on me? I don’t know. Maybe he’d had enough of the bears. Or maybe he wanted a bribe. I didn’t bother to ask. It was all legally aboveboard, so there was no reason for me to give him anything. I went to Shumen, to see the people who represent the Ministry of Culture, and I asked them to call Sofia at my expense, and there they confirmed that I had all the necessary documents. You couldn’t keep a bear illegally. A vet had to examine it, and the Ministry of Culture had to confirm that my program would be of high artistic quality. The ministry confirmed that I had all the papers, in Razgrad they issued me an extra bit of paper, and the militia major was told to leave me in peace.

			“And he did. All he said was that he’d have his eye on me. I saw him twice more, and then he disappeared.

			“All that remained was the training. There are two schools of thought about it.

			“There are bear keepers who take the harsh approach. They beat the bear, drag it by the snout, and kick it.

			“I was never one of those. In the first place, it’s contrary to my character—I’m the mild-mannered type. Second, my father never stopped telling me that God sees all. He gave you the bear, and if you treat it badly, it’s as if you’d insulted God. I believe that, because it has happened very often to many different bear keepers. Sooner or later, God will repay you for your evil.

			“A bear that’s been beaten will be just waiting to have a go at you. I knew a man who used to hit his bear with a firefighting shovel. Whenever it saw the shovel, the bear kept its distance. But the one time the man went near it without the shovel, it bit him, very badly too.

			“Another piece of proof is Ivan Mitev, the man whose bear learned to eat hens. He did the stupidest thing imaginable. He panicked. He asked a hunter for help. They let the bear go in the direction of the forest, and then the hunter shot and killed it. And a few months later Ivan himself was dead. His heart. I tell you, God can see what you’re doing to your bear, and sooner or later he’ll pay you back.

			“I would never have hit a bear. And certainly not Vela. My God! Just the thought of it brings tears to my eyes. I’d sooner have tormented myself than her.

			“So in that case, how did I train her? Easy. I just took her a short way out of the village, brought out my gadulka and some candy, started to play, and tried to persuade her to stand on her hind legs. When she did, she got a piece of candy.

			“She caught on very quickly. Only later, when spring came, did I start to teach her more complicated things. For instance, I’d say: ‘Now, Vela, show us how the bride kisses her mother-in-law’s hand.’ And she’d give all the ladies a beautiful kiss on the hand, which got us very big tips once we were traveling around the country.

			“We had a famous gymnast named Maria Gigova, who was very popular, even after her career was over. Sometimes Vela and I would find a place to stand in the middle of a town and I’d say, ‘Now, Vela, show us how Gigova won her medals.’ And Vela would hop about, folding her paws exquisitely, and to finish she’d make a bow. People laughed, clapped, and took pictures, and we earned a few coins.

			“There was also a guy called Yanko Rusev, a weight lifter from Shumen, an Olympic gold medalist and five-time world champion. I’d say, ‘Show us, my dear, how Rusev lifted weights.’ And she’d squat down, arrange her paws like a weight lifter grabbing hold of the bar, and pant heavily.

			“And when our great soccer player Hristo Stoichkov started playing for Barcelona, I’d say, ‘Now, Vela, show us how Stoichkov fakes a foul.’ And Vela would lie down on the ground, seize hold of a leg, and start howling dreadfully.

			“Some bear keepers used to weave in political material. Something about the Communist leader Zhivkov, something about his people, something about other governments. Especially when Zhivkov fell from power, that’s when there were hundreds of jokes about him.

			“I never liked that. First, better not to fall foul of the authorities, because I hadn’t forgotten about the major, who was just waiting to have a go at me. Nobody knew if the new regime would last for long, but the major seemed set to last forever.

			“Second, I’ve always been a staunch Communist. Before the war, a Gypsy was a nobody. It’s entirely thanks to the Communists that after the war we were given rights, jobs, and apartments, that our people learned to read and write, and that the Bulgarians started to give us a bit of respect.

			“The Bulgarians, too, did better under Communism. On Saint Gregory’s Day, the tradition in this country is to kill a lamb. Almost everyone in our village used to have the money to buy one and to eat it on this special day. Nowadays, only a few people in the entire village can afford to do that. At the collective farm, which once employed several dozen people, there are only three workers now. And sometimes they pay them—sometimes they don’t. When I hear people saying what a criminal time the Communist era was, it makes me feel bad, because I remember it quite differently. For me, Communism was a wonderful time. I’m sorry I didn’t have a bear then. People were in better moods. They were happy. But nowadays there’s nothing but frustration. Everyone’s chasing his own tail.

			“Look, that young man standing outside my house is my grandson Ivan. The brightest of my boys. He’s just graduated from high school. He got good grades on his exams, so he’d like to go on to college. If his grandpa still had a bear, he’d get in the car or on the bus, and for as long as he lived he’d keep doing the rounds from Varna to Burgas, just to make the money for that boy’s studies. And maybe in a few years we’d have an engineer in the family. There have been cases of the kind among bear keepers.

			“But I don’t have a bear, so it’s a waste of breath—the boy’s passed his exams, but instead of going to college he’ll have to look around for a job.

			“So I’ve never laughed at the Communists—though one of my friends made fun of Tsar Simeon, who used to be our prime minister. When he took over the government, he promised to improve life for all Bulgarians within a hundred days. And my friend used to take his bear and say, ‘Show us, my dear, how Tsar Simeon improved life for the Bulgarians.’ And the bear would lie down on the ground, cover its head with its paws, and roar terribly. That was an excellent trick—it showed very well how life has changed in Bulgaria since they got rid of Communism.”

			6.

			“Apart from tricks, people wanted the bear to massage and heal them. If someone was very sick and the doctors couldn’t help him anymore, he would come to the bear keeper and have the bear lie down on top of him. People believed the illness would pass into the bear, and that it would be able to cope with it because it was big and strong. And I’ll tell you, there was something to it, because when I used to tour the fairs, each year I’d stop by at the very same villages. To this day I can still remember the dates of all the fairs in our province: Rusokastro, May 6. Kamenovo, May 24. Boyadzhik, June 2. And so on.

			“And at those fairs I often saw people who the year before had looked as if they were at death’s door, but if Vela had lain on top of them, they’d gotten better. They came to say thank you, and brought her candy. And I often used to hear: ‘It was your bear that saved my life.’

			“Massage is another thing too. Nothing’s as good for backache as a bear. The person lies facedown. Then the bear puts its paws on him and moves them from top to bottom. The lady who brought you to see me, the community leader, will probably remember the time I brought Vela to massage her father. She was very small then, and she was so scared something awful was going to happen to her daddy that she cried and cried. We had to pretend I was leaving the house, while her mom took her into the other room, and only then did we do the massage. And it helped. Healing was the only thing I agreed to do in my own village. Performances, never—I was too ashamed. But you can never refuse to heal someone.

			“But if Vela was sick, I treated her myself. I knew exactly what was ailing her. I could see when she felt unwell. She and I had a better understanding than I’ve had with many a human being. I only had to look at her and I knew what she was trying to tell me.

			“If she had a toothache, she’d point a paw at her muzzle, and then I’d wet some cotton wool in rakia and put it against the sore spot. I didn’t knock her teeth out, you see. The other bear keepers used to laugh at me, saying one day she’d bite me and I’d get what was coming to me. Maybe I really was stupid. Though one time a drunken student tried to burn her with a cigarette. Vela grabbed his hand in her teeth, but she didn’t clench them. So perhaps my training was sensible. If she had clenched her teeth, it would have been the end of us. They’d have put her to sleep, I’d have gone to jail, and the student would be going about without a hand.

			“I fed her decently, because if she was hungry, she refused to work. She ate eight loaves of bread a day. There’s a Bulgarian proverb that says, ‘A hungry bear won’t dance the horo.’ The horo is our national dance. And I agree with that. You can’t expect an animal to work for you if you don’t give it anything to eat.

			“Once a month we gave her a bath, because she loved to bathe. We’d fetch a tub, Vela would climb into it, and my wife and I would pour in the warm water. She didn’t have a bad time with us. You say you read somewhere about keepers who teach their bears to dance on a heated surface. That’s nonsense. Maybe they used to do that before the war—I don’t know. After the war they certainly didn’t anymore. I never let Vela walk on sunbaked asphalt, to make sure she wouldn’t hurt her paws.”

			7.

			“I was very lucky to land myself a bear that didn’t have to be bullied or beaten to learn tricks. I’d never have been able to do that—I’d sooner have sold her to someone else.

			“Luckily, she loved it all

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			8.

			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
TRUE STORIES

WITOLD SIABLEOWSKI





OEBPS/image/Art02Rev.jpg
ROMANIA

Yagoda®
® Stara

Plovdiv ~ Zagora
[ ]

< . Blagoevgrad

Z " eBelitsa —\.Hasko
a 5

w 7

) ;

s A

TURKEY






OEBPS/image/Polish_institute_logo.jpg
INSTYTUT KSUAZKE

©POLAND





OEBPS/font/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/font/Shift-Light.otf


OEBPS/image/page_v.jpg
DANCING
BEARS

WITOLD SIABLOWSKI

Translated by Antonia Lloyd-Jones

PENGUIN BOOKS





OEBPS/image/Art01.jpg
Moscow
(]

Black Sea

Mediterranean Sea





