Belarus and the Caucasus

Belorussian Roubles
June 13, 2010. Minsk, Belarus

The Belorusian Roubles is an amusinglyvaddued
currency. Our flights from Brussels to Minsk cost us overg
one million Belorussian Roubles, the first time | have spe
over a nillion of anything. Our dinner out at a great
Japanese pladewe dropped a 100,000 Rouble note. The
lower denominations have so little value that coins have
dropped entirely out of circulation. Walking along the
gardens of the Svislach River we visited thfghan War
Memorial (197989 war) on the Island of Tears. A small
fountain outside has a crying winged boy, the grieving a
powerless guardian angle of Belarus. A local tradition
appears to consist of rub
money into tle pond at this feet. Of course, with the abse
of coins, the wishing well is full of soggy 20 Belorussian
Rouble notes, in various stages of decay.

The fabulously wealthyRa d zi wi g g s
June B", 2010.Nesvizh Belarus

There is wealthy, and thenthercRia d zi wi g wealt hy. The Radzi wi @
over 500 years, with 23 palaces, 426 towns, 2032 estates and 10,053 villages. This made them
richer than the Roydamily, and far more londived i as Belarus was conquored over and over, the

only stability was the wealth of the Radzi wi g
fabulously decadent dinner party. The guests went to bed satisfied, but conthaditihg excesses
of the Radziwigg family were merely | egend. W

summer estate to find it seemingly covered with sin@gtually it was a layer of salt, bought in at
enormous expense from Polaindvith the Radavi g s r ac i n g -laad oo camiagest he wi
pulled by bears.

We came to Belarus

to see two of the
Radziwi ggbés es
Nesvizh Castle and

Mir Castle. They are

called castles, but

with the Radzi
habit of colluding

with any conquorers

in orderto keep their

wealth, they were

rarely used for

defence and both have

been remodelled into
decadent residential
palacesThere

appears to be

remarkably little non

Russian tourism to




Belarus. We made separate inquiries into getting a Belorussian visandgp@okiur and reserving a

hotel, and in each case the same tourist information officer, Lyudmila, answered our inquires. When
we booked an Englisbpeaking tour around Belarus, we expected a largebumiull of people,

instead we had a taxi driver angh@sonal guide, Natasha, who told us that she only gets non
Russian speakers8times a month.

Nesvizh Castle wasownedbytRea d zi wi ggs from 1533. From 1582
Orphan" started to convert the castle into a renaisdaa@giue palagesurrounded by gardens and

| akes. The palace was sacked in 1706 during t
and built it up again, even larger and more decadent. In 1770, the Russians seized the castle, and the
famous Radziwbgéd!|l tbr 8aynwa®et ersburg, but ag
and restored it, until they were finally expelled for good by the Red Army in 1939.

Mir Castle was built by Duke I Ilinich around 1
Krzyszt of "t he Orphan", who was fAadoptedod by th
Orphan was less concerned with defence than the original builder, and finished off the castle in
Renaissance style. A dar k usédugng WWIl as aghdtttifer Ca st
the local Jewish population. As one of the most Jewish countries in the world before WWII (most
cities in Belorus were around 50% Jewish), some of the most horrendous mass murders of the war
occurred here.

A bastion of tyranny in Europe
June B", 2010. Minsk, Belarus

Belarus ighe pariah of Europe for the authoritarian control of its leadlexander Lukashenko

(the other leader of an authoritarian state, the Pope, is considered a moral leader). United States
Secretarypf State Condoleezza Rice even labeled Belarus one of the six nations of the global
Afout posts of tyr annyioBelardslisa prefoundly unsemaceatictstate, gndt o
yet Belarus has challenged my concepts on the importance of democracy.



Despite not being a functional democracy, Belarus struck
us as being a rather nice place to live. People on the
street appeared happy, society is comparatively liberal

‘ 7 / (the authoritarian control of Lukashenko over the
’_' 3 economy is not extended over thevpte life of its
"6‘: f « s eaes Citizens) and our guides felt comfortable arguing politics

< with each other in our presence. Minsk was surprisingly
clean and beautiful, with grand buildings, well
. manicured parks throughout the city and artistic statues
along the main bdevards. Even the Soviet Era
apartment blocks ubiquitous in the outer suburbs of post
Soviet capitals were freshly painted and well maintained,
rather than being in a crumbling and decrepit state as is
common across the former USSR. Out in the small towns
the housing was not as polished, but we did not see any
third world hovels, and, indeed, the houses would not be
out of place in any small town in Australia. The safety
rating of Belarus on the Australian government website
is the highest levél above that of Belgium!

So what is the purpose of democracy? George W. Bush

had a naive and simplistic view, that democracy was an

end in and of |tself believing that the simple institution of democracy would bring about all the
positive traits of civilization. Bnald Reagan, on the other hand, had a much more cynical view, in
that democracy was only desirable when it resulted in the election of people he liked, thus justifying
the overthrow of democraticaliglected leftwing governments in South America.

| can see two advantages of democracy. The first, and strongest, advantage is that democracy can
increase the likelihood of a stable state that respects that rights of its citizens. The second advantage
would be the less tangible benefit of allowing peoplbaee control over the political aspect of

their lives.
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But how do these advantages stack up when unstable democracies like Iraq and Colombia are
compared to nodemocratic stable countries like Cuba, China or Belarus? Democracy is not the

first step thatnevitably leads to civilization. Other aspects of statehood are arguably more
importanti having a judiciary independent of the executive, the development of an independent and

thoughtful media, consistent provision of state services in health and iedypadtection of

individual rights through a Constitution (which is, in effect, profoundly undemocratic in that it
prevents the rights of the minority to be infringed by the majority), and so forth. A state that

succeeds in all or most of these aspextging to provide its citizens with all the necessities for a

civilized lifet a n d

it i s hard to imagi

ne

t hese

citi

have the vote, as long as they have food, jobs and health and education for their. ckitieira,

in many established democracies enormous effort is required by the government to get a bare

majority of citizens to even turn up and vote. Perhaps democracies are like tradé wmbinss of
their own success. Trade union membership istgsea/hen conditions for workers are wdrstnd
success in improving conditions decreases incentive to join a union. Likewise, the push for
democracy is highest when conditions are worst, when the people change the state so that it meets
most of their ctieria they have less incentive to turn up. Thus, while democracy may aid the
development of a civilized state, that is not to say that a civilized state cannot develop without
democracy, and if an undemocratic state reaches this condition the drive tmrdeymmay be

weak.

How about the second advantage of democraltyywing people to have control over the political
aspect of their lives? At face value, the power of democracy is unarguakkedetermination is
an intrinsic right. But does democraagtually equate to setfetermination? Democracy could
equally be considered the giving up of individual-sslhtrol to that of the whole population. An
0.0000

indi vidual

voting in the US

has
right word when the two dominant parties are indistinguishable on many issues and the political

around

media is superficial. Furthermore, not all votes are eiqaahandfull of voters in Ohio and Florida
heavily swing outcome, while 100 million US residents haveight to vote, either due to age,
criminal record, immigration status or due to living in a territory rather than a state. As an
immigrant in the US, my voting power was identical to that | would have in Bélazeo. The
greatest power in a democrasyin fact not the vote, but having influence over the voting pattern of
others. Perhaps it is being too dogmatic to assume that democracy is the only viable model to a
civilized state. That said, a vote is a right that | treasure and always exercise.
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The dusty inferno
June ¥ 2010.YerevanArmenia

The sun is hammering the colour out of the sky, parching the dirt which rises into the sky, further
bleaching the landscape. The earth itself looks like the sun has Beatersubmission, so dry and
compacted that even the shreds of dead grass pushing up through it seem remarkably improbable.
The heat is not wunfamiliar to Australians, bu
Soviet concrete and stonerstidike the exposed cliffs of a desert mountain, but inbetween the stone
blocks stand wooden houses that look like they belong to the tropics offSasttAsia, where

poverty and climate combine to rot away the timbers, before being baked to presemdéothe
harshCaucasiarsun.

In the hard light of summer, Yerevan struck me as being the twin of developing cities across north
Africa and the Middle East. In winter, when t
could not be greatebut L TR R W e
today Armenia could have :

or Jordan. The contrast
within the position of the
people must be even
greater, between those
baking in the heat of run
downhovels and those
wearing designer clothes
and ordering frosted fruit
juicesin the shaded cafes
that seem to line every
street. Fortunately, while
the country is hard,
Armenians have been soft
and generous to us.

Touring the Armenian Brandy factory
June B", 2010.YerevanArmenia

In Armenia, cognac refers to Ararat, the premidrmenia brandy developed in 1887. The

developer of the brand was {fsighted not only in bringing French brandy making to Armenia, but

also in making use of stealth marketing tactics, hiring handsome and rich men to travel around
Europe and to try ordery Armenian brandy in all the most expensive restaurants. The tactic

obviously worked, as Armenian brandy developed a following in the best circles. Winston Churchill
was a famous proponent, ordering 360 bottles of aged brandy every year, which he ittt

l ongevity. During Stalinés reign, Churchill r
On ringing the factory he found out that the chief distiller had been sent to the Siberian gulags,
whereupon he promptly phoned Stalin andsitesl on a reprieve. The chief distiller was not only
released from the Gul ags, he was granted a me
was to blend a fASiberian strengtho brandy, sm
behindin the Gulags.

The Yerevan Brandy Factory has had some very notable tourists on its premises. One of the
traditions of the factory is to reward any visiting Presidents with their own personal barrel and their
own weight in bottled brandy. According toraguide, when Alexander Lukashenko, the President

of Belarus, visited, the Presidentds bodyguar
President, to ensure a little bit of extra brandy. The owner wisely decided to treat it as a complement



to thebrandy. Boris Yeltsin took a great interest in the personal brandy barrel reserved for him (the
tradition is to preserve a full barrel, from which the President or any of their future descendents can
request bottles at any time), asking about its age nWiiermed of the tradition to start a fresh
barrel, he mournfully compl ai neidandthdéveas right.eA6 d d i
final barr el is the APeace Barrelo, reserved
signed betweeArmenia and Azerbaijan over tiNdagorneKarabakh issue.

We finished up with a brandy tasting session. Unfortunately, | think | agree with Tsar Nicolas of
Russia, who started the Russian tradition of drinking brandy with a slice of lenmtrio

accentuge the flavour, but rather so that everyone would assume the sour face he was pulling was
due to biting into the lemon, rather than distaste for the decadent drink.

Noahods Ar k, and other Just So Stories
June B", 2010.Ejmiatsin Armenia

The EtchmiadzirCathedral lays claim to being tk&ateestablishealdest church in the world,
being built by Saint Gregory the llluminator in 3803, whenArmeniabecame the first country in
the world to adopt Christianity as the state religion. It still remains tst holy site in the
Armenian Church and is the seat of the Catholicos, the head of the Holy Armenian Apostolic
Church.

Among the holy collection of relics withiEt c hmi adzin Cat hedral are a
crosso, the right and bphelespeat hbeB8dpofsthe 0
us that while five other churches may claim t
fakes and only the Armenian version hac been
(funny how religion triestoco pt t he credi bility of science, v
She claimed that the spear had been brought to Armenia straight from¢ifion in the first

century, actually, a crusader, Peter Bartholontewa,d a f@Avi siono in 1098 th
head was buried in St Pet erdigspa@Gdpawneddorthe | i n An

Armenian Church.

My favourite, however, was the piece
ANoahds Ar ko whic
preserved in the churcincidentally

one of the myths of the name Yerevan
comes from the Noah myth, with Noahj
landing on Mount Ararat and
exclaiming fAYerev
of course the Armenians know that
Noah spoke Armenian). How can a slo
corruption of the Urartian iitary
fortress called Erebuni, founded in 7828
BCE, compare to that storyrhe
Noahds Ark myt h i
illustration of the veracity of the Bible. §
Beyond claiming that Mount Ararat is
the highest point of land on the globe (it

is almost as iflie writer was a storagechieftainusing local knowledge and mores, poaching an
older myth from the Epic of Gilgamesh, rather than receiving divine inspiration), the absurdities in
the claims of the twdby-two animals on the ark are delightful. My favdaarmust be the design of

the ark as described by Hippolytus, with three staridge lowest for wild beasts, the middle for
domestic animals and the top for humans. Best of all, Noah built a fence of sharp stakes down the




middle of the ark to separate timale animals from the female animélapparentlythe ark meant
to preserve all animals was not a place for mating!

The Armenian Genocide
June T, 2010.YerevanArmenia

The Tsitsernakaberemorial is dedicated to the more than one million victohthe Armenian

Genocide, during the last stages of the Ottoman Empire and during the Great War period. The most
brutal government minister coordinating the systematic eradication of the Armenian population was
Enver Pasha. A savage waonger, Enver Pashmushed the Ottoman Empire into the Great War,

by allowing German warships through the Dardanelles, without the approval of his government. He
followed this up by an #planned attack on the Russian Army in the Caucasus. His army nearly
destroyed, he blaed his defeat on the local Armenian population, who had sympathies with the
Russians, and started his eradication plans. Enver Pasha was so savage in his eradication that he
recruited psychotic killers from purkislon to ru
government cousinarshaled for
Aplunging the country
legitimate reason, forced deportation of
Armenians and leaving the country
without permissiono, a
to death, but he managed to escape.

Today the Turkish govement has
retreated somewhat from this position,
acknowledging the widepread death of
the Armenian people within the Ottoman
Empire, but denying that it was part of a
deliberate intent to eradicate and instead
characterising it as part of the integhnc
violence of the Empire in its closing
. hours. This retreat from recognising the
genocide is the overwhelming reason for
the closed border between Armenia and
Turkey. Unfortunately this issue does not
appear to be dying down with time,
instead the positiaappear to be
becoming more and more entrenched on
both sides. The official tour guide of
Tsitsernakaberdven went so far as to tell
™ us that the 2002 conversion of an empty
. Armenian Church into a Mosque was part
of the ongoing cultural genocide of
Armenians being carried out by the
current Turkish government.

Geghard and Garnj
June I, 2010.Geghard Armenia

We visited two ancient temples today. The first was the monastery of Geghard, carved out of the
rock in the mountains of Kotayk. The site wassidared sacred since p@hristian times, due to

the trickle of a tiny stream within the inner caves, with the original temple demolished when St
Gregory the llluminator came in the 300s CE and started erecting Churches.



The second was Garnj Temple, a<Siaal temple built to the Roman God Mithras by King

Tiridates | of Armenia after a visit to Rome (probably funded by Emperor Nero) and the declaration
of Armenia as a province of Rome. The templ e
1386 anch major earthquake in 1679, with the reconstruction in the 1970s using 70% new basalt to
reproduce the original classical design.

A perfect day in the mountains of Armenia
June B", 2010.Amberd Armenia

Yerevan may be one aubuslyirha&ited dties, dating back lod&BCE, c o n t
but there is relatively little of historic interest there today, and | was very happy to be leaving the

city behind and heading up into the mountains of western Armenia. We drove up through the high
plains,with a striking resemblance to the plains of Iceland, too cold for trees, with just sparse grass
and rock. In winter the plains are abandoned, but with the spring grasses Yezidi Kurds had set up
tent villages and were grazing their sheep and cattle. érunthit was too mountainous for

grasslands, and in the absence of grazing beautiful wildflowers covered the hills, with vibrant reds,
yellows, blues and purples.

It was a perfect day for wandering around on the mountain tops, with the warm sun/iéve bril
wildflowers and the stunning scenery of deep gorges and distant rivers. The addition of the ruins of
Amberd Fortress was the icing of the cake, a shell of a castle, founded in ~800 CE by the House of
Kamsarakan and upgraded 400 years later by theddouPahlavuni. A small churctine Church

of Surb Astvatsatsjrwas addeth 1026 The castle was used as a summer residence for the Kings

of Armenia until it was destroyed by the Mongols in 1236. We topped off a delightful day with

lunch in Oshakan vilige, an afternoon swimming in Yerevan and dinner accompanied by the

unique sounds of the Duduk.




Armenian churches
June P, 2010.ChambarakArmenia

We saw churches across Armenia today, from the Turkish border to the shores of Lake Sevan. We
startedwith Khor Virab, the # century monastery where Saint Gregory the Illuminator (the patron
saint of Armenia) is said to have been imprisoned for 13 years by the Armenian King Trdat Ill, as
Gregory was the son of Anak, the man who assassinated the prangug/e visited the deep

dungeon underneath the monastery where Gregory is alleged to have been kept, until God turned
the king mad, such that he started crawling around like a beast. According to local legend, the
Kingbs sister ha aryeouldiresor® the King,sd he was telpased are the King
duly restored to humanity. In return, the King converted the entire country to Christianity, in 301
CE, making Armenia the first country to institute Christianity as a state religftar. his death,

Saint Gregory must have been dismembered, as his head is claimed to be in Italy, his right hand in
Lebanon, and we saw what was claimed to be his left hand at Echmiadzin a few days ago.

We followed up the monastic tour with a sampling of what i &abe the best wine in Armenia, at
Areni village. The dry red was tolerable, the selmy was insufferably sweet and the rosé stripped

the throat like turpentine. Perhaps a sign of the quality of the winery is that the bulk is purchased in
reused cokeditles, especially as it is close to the Iranian border and the incongruous cover allows
importation of a forbidden vice. Presumably the border guards are not overly strict, as a Sprite
bottle filled with red wine and recapped with a Fanta lid hardly séikendames Bonesqge

subterfuge.

Noravank, an Armenian Apostolic
monastery built in 1339, was notable for
the unique entrance, with stepped
ornamentation on the facade being used
as a stairway to the main door, in order
to prevent entry by animals, higip in

the wild mountains. It was the final work
of the famous sculptor Momik, who fell
from the roof and died in the final stages
of the construction. We drove over Selim
Pass, with its perfectly preserved
caravanasi from the medieval Silk Road,
before fnally reaching Lake Sevan. At
Lake Sevan the partially completed
shells of Intourist Hotels silently
demonstrate the crippling effect that the
dissolution of the USSR had on the
Armenian economy.

The Monastery of Haghpat
June20", 2010.Haghpat Armenia

Even after an exhaustive tour of churches
in Armenia, Haghpat was something
special. The complex was founded by
Saint Nishan in 966 CE, during the reign
of King Abas I. The monastery includes
several churches, a cathedral, a meeting
hall and a mess hdtbr the monks.
Everything is perfectly preserved after a




thousand years without any restoration, as the complex survived each tragedy to befall the country.
One of the most charming aspects of the complex is the large populations of Swifts that inhabit the
otherwise empty building, swooping in and feeding their clutch of hungry chicks in the spherical
nests the birds make out of spit and mud.

Thilisi
June20™, 2010.Thilisi, Georgia

Thilisi (pronounced tbeéee-see) was quite a surprise after YerevameBa250km apart, the two

capitals are chalk and cheese. Yerevan looked and felt like a Middle Eastern city, while Thilisi,
surprising me, feels like a decidedly European city. There are strong hints of Prague and Saint
Petersburg, intricate buildings fudf character in the old town, monumental palaces and artistic

flairs in the new town. Georgia has embraced the Westifullw case it wasndét ob
buildings and the commercial orientatitgim, t he
the integration into NATOO.

The old town of Thilisi
June21®, 2010.Thilisi, Georgia

Today we walked around the old town of Thilisi, the core of houses and monuments that have been
preserved since the founding of the city in tBecBntury by \akhtang Gorgasali. In the centre of

the old town is the bath district, where hot sulfurous springs rise from the ground. According to

myth, King Gorgasali was hunting in the forest with a falcon, when gldaupheasant. Both birds

fell into a spring andlied from burns received in the water. The King was so impressed with the hot
water that he decided to build a city on the location. Also within the old town are the Narikala
fortress, guarding the hill top, Anchiskhati Church, Sioni cathedral, the CbtiMbtekhi, a

mosque and a synagogue (one of the few places in the world where churches of three religions stand
on the same street).




My favourite part of the day, however, was st
Georgian garb and pracing Georgian Polyphonic Charthe unique quintave song native to

Georgia.

Georgian polyphonic chanting (1).m4a Georgian polyphonic chanting (2).m4a

Two improbable myths
June22' 2010.MtskhetaGeorgia

In the Georgian State Museum we sahat was claimed to be the face of Christ. According to our
guide and localdgend, a Georgian painter went to Jerusalem in order to paint Jesus. He followed
Jesus around and tried to paint him, but the paint would never stick to the canvas (kind of like
vampires and mirrors, | guess). He asked Jesus about the problem, andaleawdaii and

pressed it to his face, leaving a perfect image of the face of Jesus (presumably inverted, but that
may be ovethinking the story). That night, the painter was outside the city walls and worried
someone would steal his magic clétbo he Id it under a wood pile. Low and behold, in the

morning the image had transferred from the cloth to the wood, which he then carried to Georgia and
presumably sold for a lot of money. So for anyone who wants to know what Jesus looked like,
gazing upon thigmage shows a perfect representation of his face. Coincidently, Jesus looked rather
Georgian, but with disproportionately large eyes, a lot of facial hair and a nose the appears to start
in the middle of his forehead. The museum curator was rather m@a@grand described the wood

as an early form of wax painting from the fourth century.

Our second improbable myth for the day was in Svetitskhoveli Cathedral in Mtstkieesajritual

heart of Georgia. Tdafoundation myth of the church involves a Geanglew from Mtskheta

named Elias, who was supposedly in Jerusalem when Jesus was crucified. He bought a robe from a
Roman solider and brought it back to Georgia. When he presented the robe to his sister Sidonia, she
immediately died (overwhelmed by the dina). Sidonia was later buried still clutching the robe,

which could not be removed from her grave. Several hundred years later, St Nino came to Georgia



and converted the King of Georgia to Christianity, who forcibly converted the rest of the country in
317 CE. When he decided to build a cathedral he chose the grave of Sidonia as the site, only to find
an enormous cedar tree growing in the location. They naturally chopped the cedar tree down to
make seven columns, and the seventh column made from thevitated and floated in the air by

itself, leaking magical fluids that cured all diseases. Rather than keep this miracle active for all to
see, St Nino conveniently performed a miracle by prayed for the magical column to come down to
rest (no wonder ther@re so many saints if the threshold for miracle working is making a wooden
beamnot levitate magically).

Jason and the Argonauts
June22, 2010 .Kutaisi, Georgia

Kutaisi is the mythic home of the Golden Fleece, sought by the famous Jason and haufsgo

Like many classical myths, each player in this tragic tale is somewhat contemptible. The tale of
Jason starts with the evil Pelias, a potwengry lord who killed his brother, the king, and all his
brothed descendents, missing only the infant dJastears later when Jason returned to claim the
throne Pelias said, "To take my throne you must go on a quest to find the Golden Fleece." So Jason
gathered up a crew of heroes and set sail on his shifrgiogo Kutaisi, the ancient capital of the
Kingdomof Colchis (interestingly, the basis for the "golden fleece” may be a Georgian tradition of
collecting alluvial gold in mountain rivers by using a sheep fleece). After many adventures across
Greece and Turkey, Jason and the Argonauts arrived in KutdiSieaon claimed the Golden

Fleece from King Aeetes of Colchis. King Aeetes promised him the fleece if he could perform three
tasks: plow a field with firdoreathing oxen, sow the teeth of a dragon into the field and overcome

the Sleepless Dragon. Jasonvgrethe most heroic of the Argonauts) could never have achieved
these tasks if Hera has not caused Aphrodite and Eros to make King Aeetes' daughter Medea fall in
love with him. Medea gave Jason an ointment to protect him from the oxen's flames, taught him
how to defeat the skeletons that would sprouts from dragon's teeth, and gave him a potion to finally
cure the Sleepless Dragon's insomnia. She even killed her own brother Apsyrtys and chopped him
into pieces to aid Jason's escape. Jason asked Medeaydmmartook her back to Greece and

then dumped her for the politically connected Creusa, daughter of the King of Corinth (charmingly




telling Medea "don't blame me, it was Aphrodite
who made you fall in love with me"). Medea the
gave Creusa a cursed drésat stuck to her body
and burned her to death, and Jason died lonely
and unhappy, crushed by the rotting body of his
own ship, theArgo.

The Autonomous Republic of Adjara
June23rd, 2010.Batumj Georgia

For such a small country, Georgia has a lot of
autonomous regions (actually, Georgia is twice
the size of Belgium, but much of the land is
uninhabitable, so the population is half that of
Belgium. There are three autonomous republics
within Georgia. Abkhazia and South Ossetia ha
gone so far as to deck independence, and with
the Russian military behind them and a sealed
border with Georgia they are off our itinerary.
The third region, the Autonomous Republic of
Adjara, is, however, still within the loose control
of Georgia, after a failed attemptiatiependence
in 2004.

Under President Saakashvili, Georgia has beer
very keen to reduce the autonomy of these
republics. Saakashvili succeeded in a stumwn

with President Abashidze of Adjara in 2004,
forcing Abashidze to baetown and leave the
country Since then the autonomy of Adjara has
been reduced. This success perhaps went to the
head of Saakashvili, resulting in the disastrous
policy he ran with Abkhazia and South Ossetia.

The history of Adjara is a good example of the
autonomy of the region.df nearly 400 years,
Adjara had a different history to the rest of
Georgia, being controlled by the Ottomans in
1614, the Russians in 1878 and the British in
1919. Until Georgian independence in 1991, there
was in fact only a period of 8 months in 400 wear
in which Adjara was a part of an independent

‘. Georgia (from the ZDof July, 1920 to the f1of

March, 1921). The long period of Ottoman rule, in
particular, left its imprint, with conversion of the
population from Christianity to Islam and a shift
in the language. The claim of Georgia over the

~ autonomous regions in fact dates back to the

Middle Ages, when the territory of Georgia not
only covered modern Georgia and the autonomous
regions, but also parts of Azerbaijan, Armenia,
Turkey, Iran and Russia.



We spent our day in Adjara at Gonio fortress (a Re@#oman fortress, first referred to by Pliny
the Elder, in the Lcentury CE) and wandering the sside cafes of Batunii a charming tourist
resort and cultural/economic powerhouse within Georgia.

From Kutaisi to Bakuriani
June24™, 2010.Bakuriani Georgia

We are staying in the town of Bakuriani, once the training ground of
Winter Olympians for the USSR and now a ski resort. The town
recently came to the popular attention after the death obbite
residents, luger Nodar Kumaritashvili, on the first day of the
Vancouver Winter Olympics.

After starting the day iKutaisiwe visited three Georgian churches.

The first was Bagrati Cathedral, built in 1003 CE and now undergoing
extensive repairslhe second was Motsameta, a small church on a

cliff side celebrating the bad decision of two Christian brothers to face
death by torture rather than conyv
occur to them that they could just lie). The third was the conmgflex
Gelati, founded in 1106 by King D
of 12" century faded frescos over the walls and ceiling.

On the drive to Bakuriani we stopped off at a small village that specialised in pottery. In a small
house surrounded by cevand dozens of small chicks running around we watched a local potter
craft piggy banks and vases, before unsuccessfully attempting the same.

The cave town of Vardzia
June25", 2010.Vardzig Georgia

Today we visited the cave town of Vardzia and
Khertvisi FortressThe cave town of Vardzia is
said to date from 1185, when Queen Tamar of
Georgia was riding through the valley with her
Uncle. She wandered off to explore some caves
and when her uncle called out for her she shout
out AVardzidoecl édlereT
were developed into a city, with 3000 caves ove s
19 levels. Most of these were destroyed by an
earthquake in 1456, with only 550 caves
remaining.

Khertvisi fortress is one of the oldest fortresses '
Georgia, founded ~200 BCE. Thetimss is old

Great on his campaign to the east. The present
walls are much younger, built in 1354, but todays
the only inhabitants were a cluster of four cows

who for some reason had climbed up into the [

the cluster of houses around the fortress was ™ S : TR
teeming with farm life, with a pace of donkeys, a rafter of turkey chicks and three adorable puppies
who really liked to have their bellies scratched.



The occupation of Gori
June26”™, 2010.Gori, Georgia

We caught the train down froBekuriani toGori, to visit the Stalin Museum. Ake birthplace of
Stalin, the <city abiothemdisstregt Statin S8detathei Stalin luspume s e n
is almost the only tourist site and until 24 hours before we arrived a giant statue of Stalin stood in
front of the town hall. This statue, one of t
Stalinsation ppgram, was taken down in secret in the early hours of the morning, to prevent the
outcry that occurred when the newly independent Georgia tried to pull it down in 1991. The Stalin
Museum is really one of memorabilia, rather than an objective look at thevh@turned rural
povertystricken Russia into an industrial powerhouse and murdered millions of people in designed
famines and the Gulags. The museum was built just outside the house where Stalin was born, which
now stands beneath what could best berdesb ed as a shrine. Next to t
personal plat@rmoured train carriage, his sole form transport (as he refused to fly).

Gori is not only famous for producing one of the largest maslerers of all time, paranoid

Stalin, but also @.an epicentre of the recent South Ossetian War between Georgia and Russia.
Despite the reflexively arRussian assumptions of the Western media, the situation in South
Ossetia does not paint Georgia in a good light. Before the-ozak the USSR, SoutBssetia
operated as the South Ossetian Autonomous Oblast, an autonomous region within the Georgian
SSR. Despite different ethnicities, cultures and languages, Georgians and Ossetians lived rather
peacefully sideby-side during Soviet times, with a highteaf interactions and intermarriages
(interestingly, the same can be said of most large empires, where a shared nationality blurs the
boundaries of ethnicity). Unfortunately, when the USSR dissolved, ethnic tensions throughout the
Caucuses flared, as shealethnic groups wanted to take the opportunity to gain independence, and
resisted being incorporated as minority regions within the newly formed states. Within months of
Georgia declaring itself independent in 1991, South Ossetia declared itself aanuheleidentity.

With a much closer relationship with Russia (especially with the North Ossetians living just over
the Russian border), €oviet military units aided the South Ossetian separatists, alloweng th



