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The Georgian - South Ossetian Conflict
Approaches to the Solution and Measures of
Prevention

Irina Bagaeva, Political Scientist

The conflict between South Ossetia and Georgia has deep roots. South
Ossetia witnessed bloody events in the period between the Russian Revolution
and the establishment of the Soviet Power. The present dispute owes much to the
1920s when the Soviet borders were delimitated and South Ossetia was established
as an autonomous region within the republic of Georgia. Georgians criticized
the delimitation as an example of Moscow’s strategy to divide and rule, while
Ossetians were dissatisfied with the separation of the Ossetian people, the larger
part of whom live in the North Ossetian Autonomous Republic of the Russian
Federation.

In 1989-91, innovatively inclined Georgian and Ossetian patriots took
advantage of the freedoms of glasnost to press their claims. Some Georgians
started to assert the primacy of Tbilisi’s authority and Georgian language and
culture throughout the republic, while part of the Ossetian population responded
by emphasizing their autonomy and links with North Ossetia.

The dispute escalated. The South Ossetian Soviet adopted a declaration of
sovereignty in August 1990, and in September requested recognition from Mos-
cow as an independent subject of the USSR. Ossetians arranged elections in the
December of the same year and the new parliament subordinated itself directly
to Moscow. In response, Georgia abolished South Ossetia’s autonomous status
in December 1990. It excluded regional parties (including Ossetian ones) from
national elections. In the referendum held in January 1992, the South Ossetian
leadership claimed a 99 % vote in favor of joining the Russian Federation and
uniting with North Ossetia.

Skirmishes started at the end of 1990 and gradually intensified with Osse-
tian militias fighting the Georgian forces. Initial fighting was concentrated in the
regional capital, Tskhinvali, from which Ossetians expelled Georgians, who then
besieged and bombarded them from the surrounding hills. There was also fighting
in the villages around Tskhinvali and over road links. Georgians were trying to
interdict the road to North Ossetia and Ossetians sought to cut communications
between the Georgian villages and the rest of Georgia. The fighting continued
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during the coup against Gamsakhurdia and for some months after Shevardnadze’s
return to Georgia in March 1992 (around 18 months). Ossetians eventually gained
the upper hand thanks to the arms and direct support from the Russian military.
The fighting was accompanied by serious human rights abuses against civilians.

In 1989 the population of the South Ossetian Autonomous Region was
around 100.000, of whom 62% were Ossetians and 29% Georgians. There also
were some Russians, Jews, Armenians and other ethnic groups who had to flee
with the outbreak of the hostilities. Most of the Georgian population was displaced
to the territory controlled by Georgia, though some villages north to Tskhinvali
remained populated by Georgians. At least half of the roughly 100.000 Ossetians
living in other parts of Georgia emigrated to South and North Ossetia. Many of
the families in the autonomous region were of mixed Georgian- Ossetian descent.
Such bi-ethnic structures were mostly split up with part of the family remaining
in the town and the other - forced to seek refuge in a more secure place.

In June 1992 a cease-fire was signed. It was supervised by combined
Russian, Georgian and Ossetian peacekeeping forces under the Joint Control
Commission. The cease-fire was an agreement between Russia and the conflicting
parties without any protection from international organizations. The Russians
contingent was the largest of all the forces and carried the brunt of the operations.

The OSCE has had a resident mission in Georgia since 1992. Its original
mandate was to promote negotiations between the conflicting parties. In March
1994 the mandate was extended and the organization started to monitor peace-
keeping operations in South Ossetia. Notwithstanding some incidents and viola-
tions of the cease-fire, as well as some failures in the work of the peacekeeping
forces, the OSCE has generally fulfilled its function. As a result, by the February
of 1997 hostility and tension subsided to a level that allowed the reopening of
communications and the movement of people and goods, as well as the initiation
of a number of confidence-building measures by the OSCE and NGOs.

In the May of 1996 the parties signed a framework agreement officially
titled the “Memorandum on Measures to Provide Security and Strengthen Mutual
Trust Between the Sides in the Georgian-South Ossetian Conflict”. The memoran-
dum dealt with refraining from the threat of force, solving the refugee problem,
gradual demilitarization and continuing dialogue and negotiations.

As a result of political negotiations, demands for creating a separate and
independent Ossetian state were withdrawn. The option of unification between
North and South Ossetia through the inclusion of South Ossetia in the Russian
Federation (such a proposition was discussed at a certain stage of negotiations)
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was also put aside.

Despite the positive developments, a comprehensive settlement has not
yet been reached. The talks were deadlocked over the status and the division of
powers and responsibilities between Tbilisi and Tskhinvali. Seemingly, the con-
flicting sides are not in a hurry for the peace-settlement. The Georgian side gives
priority to a more urgent issue — the situation in Abkhazia and the Ossetian party
is reluctant to accept any solution that will leave them with more limited rights
than may be given to Abkhazia. Therefore, in order to state their position and
formulate their demands, Ossetian authorities are waiting for the outcome of the
developments in Abkhazia. Thus, at the current stage, the political solution rotates
around the level and format of the economic, political, and cultural autonomy
of South Ossetia within Georgia and is, to a certain extent, associated with the
Abkhazian factor.

Since the cessation of hostilities, the South Ossetian government has drawn
up its own constitution and declared a “sovereign democratic state, created as a
result of the Ossetian people’s right to self-determination”.

In 1995 the Georgian Parliament adopted a new constitution that left open
the question of Georgia’s territorial and administrative structure in relation to
South Ossetia (as well as Abkhazia). It described the republic (Georgia) as “an
independent, united and indivisible state, which includes the Abkhazian Auton-
omous Republic and the former Autonomous Oblast of South Ossetia”.

Although the chronology of the confrontation shows that all the recent
developments are well based and logically explainable, it is obvious that had there
been proper and timely work on prevention, the conflict could have been avoided.

Moderate tendencies on the Ossetian side realized that secession from
Georgia was a reckless move. The intelligentsia realized that this was a wrong
step from the historical point of view and common Ossetians appreciated the
centuries-long friendship and cultural kinship with Georgians. In fact, the links
between Ossetians and Georgians were so tight that the separation was perceived
by many as artificial even when the tension was extremely high and the situation
was menacingly aggravated. Compromises with the Georgian government would
have been possible worked out, in so far as the public opinion in Georgia had
never opposed granting quite extensive cultural rights to the minorities. Georgia
has always been a hospitable and welcoming multi-ethnic country where the
rights of ethnic, religious and other minorities have never been violated. Thus, if
there had been a conjunct effort to analyze the situation, to solve the problems of
both sides and keep together, the tragedy could have been prevented. Yet, such
attempts were insufficient and inconsistent. Only a few groups within the Geor-
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gian independence movement attempted to co-operate with moderate tendencies
within the ethnic minorities (the Ilia Chavchavadze Society, the supporters of the
National Congress who invited minority movements to their session in 1990). As
viewed by many of those on both sides, the war was the result of the inability if
the authorities to come to terms - rather than a historic necessity.

Basically, two main reasons for this big failure can be singled out and both
are closely associated with the Soviet legacy. The first is the absence of a civic
consciousness in post-soviet republics, which was expressed in the opposition
between the concepts of citizenship and nationality. The Soviet Union created
mostly antagonistic ethno-national communities. In these communities national-
ity was regarded as an ethnic and not a political characteristic of individuals and
groups, while citizenship, on the contrary, was seen as a mainly external relation-
ship linking individuals and groups to the state. This opposition was reinforced
by the Soviet system of passport registration, which had a special entry for an
individual’s nationality as distinct from his or her citizenship. It was therefore
difficult for both majorities and minorities in post-soviet republics, including
Georgia, to consider their belonging to new nations in a non-ethnic sense. As a
result, after the disintegration of the Soviet, the ethnic groups sought to establish
their own units that would belong exclusively to them. Since they identified cit-
izenship with nationality, they believed they had a right to have their own states.
Ossetians, disregarding the fact that the territory was historically Georgian, were
also inspired by this idea. At the same time, feeling that there was a threat to their
ethnic, cultural and linguistic identity, they were scared by the Georgian inde-
pendence movement, in is turn also influenced by the idea of “an ethnic state”.
So, South Ossetian nationalists formed a popular front called Ademon Nykhas
(Popular Shrine) and began to express their national aspirations through solidarity
with the Abkhazian nationalists.

The second reason why the conflict was hard to prevent (it partly proceeds
from the first one) is that territory was put at stake. The newly independent Georgia
contained a disputed territory - South Ossetia — to which both the communities
had claims. These conflicting territorial claims, as opposed to mistreatment and
discrimination against Ossetians, can be considered to be the real cause of the
conflict. Advocates of secessionism, in identifying ethnic conflict origins, some-
times refer to the mistreatment of minorities. This was not surely the case in South
Ossetia. Ossetians had never been discriminated against at least to such an extent
as to give an impetus to a confrontation. They had an autonomy in which they
had an opportunity to practice their cultural and political rights.

Although the present situation is somewhat stabile, there is no fighting in
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the streets and the intercourse between Georgians and Ossetians is reestablished,
this stability might turn out only temporal unless the parties take effective con-
ciliatory measures. The solution is being postponed due to the Abkhazian factor
and it cannot be concluded that when the Abkhazian conflict is settled, this will
automatically lead to the same outcome — reconciliation - in South Ossetia. The
local authorities are likely to claim the same status as that given to Abkhazians
(within or outside Georgia), which the Georgian side may refuse to grant. It is
quite obvious that there is a potential confrontation of interests underlying the
status quo. Therefore, it is crucial not to be misled by the delusive peace, take
advantage of it and work out a program on the final and definite adjustment of
the relations.

A comprehensive approach to the resolution of the conflict is more likely
to yield positive results acceptable to both sides. The conflict should be regulated
on several levels:

* International organizations (governmental and non-governmental)

* Regional organization

* Governments of the conflicting parties

* Local NGOs

* Local mass media

* Individual citizens

The successful outcome of the peace settlement process could be guar-
anteed by coordinated measures involving all these levels. It is crucial that the
organizations act together and cooperate through exchanging information and
supporting one another.

The role of international organizations in the regulation of Georgian-Osse-
tian relations has always been immense. They have always been important acting
as mediators, promoting negotiations and providing humanitarian aid for the
community of the conflict zone. Their involvement is the peace-building process
is still indispensable. Unfortunately, the Ossetian government fails appreciate
the invaluable job done by foreign agencies and missions and, guided by some
political considerations and following a strictly defined national policy (which
in this case turns out anti-national as it runs counter to the public interest), it has
forced most of them to leave. Actually, there are only a few of them operating
in the Tskhinvali region now, while the economically disadvantaged population
needs much more. The economy, ruined by the war, is incapable of providing
sufficient workplaces in the region. The only source of income for the vulnerable
community is the market located in the neighboring Georgian village. And except
those, supporting themselves through trading in this market and those involved in
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the local criminal world - people have to survive on extremely low salaries and
pensions. When international humanitarian organizations had an opportunity to
operate in the region, they supported the community with the free services and
commodities that their government was unable to provide for them.

Public and non-governmental international agencies not only granted
financial aid to the conflict-zone population, but also affected the process of ne-
gotiations. They made a considerable contribution to the building of mutual trust
and understanding between the conflicting parties and monitoring the talks and
peacekeeping operations.

The institution of a regional organization consisting of Azerbaijan, Arme-
nia and Georgia would be a guarantee to the stability in the Caucasus. Although,
according to some experts, regional cooperation is a long way off, productive
political and economic interaction among these states is inevitable and long-term
prospects for Georgia and her neighbors are quite promising.

The idea of the unification of the states was put forward by the founder of
“Transcend”, the famous - Johan Galtung. The scholar suggests that in order to
solve the main problem that the Caucasian states face today — that of security, the
countries should establish a regional security council. The goal of this organization
would be the independent solution of conflicts in the region. Galtung also comes
up with the idea of creating a parliament with members coming from the three
countries. The parliament would examine such issues as the abolition of the visa
and passport regimes, the adoption of dual citizenship, the creation of a common
labor market, the facilitation of NGO cooperation and meetings, contribution to
the establishment of common enterprises and the solution of conflicts. Minorities
could have their problems solved on the regional level, where other Caucasian
nations would act as facilitators.

Before setting up the council, the countries should establish relations on
the cultural and economic levels. Armenians, Georgians and Azerbaijanis (the
citizens of the respective states, not just the three ethnic groups) would greatly
benefit from economic cooperation and cultural contacts. Cultural dialogue on
the issues of religion, history ad customs would help the nations to get closer to
one other and form a common spirit.

This cooperation is of uttermost significance for the peace in the Caucasus.
Firstly, it would eliminate the possibility of any conflicts among the countries.
Secondly, it would serve as a force that could peacefully settle the disputes within
each of the states. And thirdly - what is especially attractive about the idea, this
partnership would bring the nations close together and help them establish special
relations - interdependence that would make the outbreak of any war unprofitable

39

Irina Bagaeva / The Georgian - South Ossetian Conflict Approaches to the Solution and Measures of Prevention



Irina Bagaeva / The Georgian - South Ossetian Conflict Approaches to the Solution and Measures of Prevention

E3/7/2003

and undesirable for each of the member groups.

Whatever the participation of international organizations, the media or
NGOs in the peace settlement process in South Ossetia, the final solution of the
conflict rests with the authorities. And the governments are suspicious of each
other’s intentions and reluctant to yield their positions. Although there is an
antagonism of interests and some tough disagreements on major issues between
Georgian and Ossetian government officials, it is essential that they manage to
reestablish confidence and sit down to the negotiating table. This does not look
like an unreal suggestion or a faraway prospect. The replacement of the wartime
leadership with a new one has definitely made talks between the sides easier.

Ossetian and Georgian public servants should give up their political
ambitions and seek for the solution that would be mutually acceptable and that
would bring peace to the region. They have to realize that their goal is to serve
the country, the citizens and not just to prove their power by being opinionated,
persistent, stubborn and unwilling to reconsider their attitudes. Politicians need
to learn that a dispute cannot be solved with the sides firmly focusing on their
positions, reluctant to compromise and understand the needs of the opposite side;
and that instead, being more flexible and concentrating on one’s interests, not
positions, would be much more beneficial for both sides.

To begin with, Georgian and Ossetian authorities could deal with the prob-
lems that are less disputable and perceived as urgent by both parties. Namely, they
should coordinate their efforts in the fight against crime, on the issues of refugee
rehabilitation and the fields closely associated with the process: the improvement
of social and economic conditions and the restoration of the infrastructure. Later
on, when there is more agreement and trust, the parties could proceed to a more
complex issue — the political status of South Ossetia. At the same time, to ensure
that the process flows in a democratic and efficient way, the conflicting sides
could involve local and international NGOs and receive coverage from unbiased,
objective media.

The most pressing issue that needs to be attended to is that of crime. It
ironically represents a form of cooperation between Ossetians and Georgians,
but the problem is really serious as it poses difficulties to the local population
and intrudes into politics. The economy destroyed by the war and the absence
of rule of law make Tskhinvali an ideal place for the prosperity of anarchy. For
some period the buzzword going round the town has been “bespredel”, that is,
“without limits, without boundaries”. The word perfectly describes the conduct
and mentality of the bigger part of the population. “The tough guys” equipped
with all the necessary arms control the town (keeping the government under
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influence, too) and exercise their power “without limits”. No one can keep them
from smuggling, drug trafficking or kidnapping.

The functions of NGOs are diverse and invaluable in the modern world.
NGOs supplement the work of public organizations or assume the tasks and res-
ponsibilities that governments are unable to attend to. In any case, their role is
very big. As regards conflicts, and the Georgian-Ossetian conflict in particular,
NGO is the sector that has had a considerable influence on the developments and
is unlikely to loose its significance. The role of NGOs is important in monitoring
the negotiations and educating the civil society. Another big step forward towards
the peace-settlement of the conflict would be the cooperation of Ossetian and
Georgian NGOs in all possible fields.

In a year and a half the conflict in South Ossetia was covered by about
2.000 journalists from 70 countries. It is hard imagine what a great influence they
must have had on the process. Actually, according to the director of the news
agency REC — Batradz Kharebov, “90% of the success was the achievement not
of politicians but of journalists”. Whatever the actual statistic, the role of the me-
dia in the conflict cannot be underestimated. At the beginning, the impact of the
external media on the developments was immense as foreign reporters attracted
international attention and support by disseminating information on the outbreak
of the war. But at this juncture internal mass media seems to be obtaining a
leading role and cooperation between Ossetian and Georgian journalists can be
very productive. There already exist precedents to such cooperation in the form
of Georgian-Ossetian non-governmental news agencies dealing with collecting,
analyzing and spreading objective, unbiased and reliable data. This is a positive
tendency that needs to be further developed.

Yet, the mass media can also have the so-called “disintegrating effect” —
which consists in the destruction of relations and the aggravation of the situation
by presenting it in a biased way while serving the interests of one specific group,
not those of the public. This is unethical from the professional point of view and
can lead to the escalation of disputes. Quite often journalists tend view the situa-
tion from one angle, reporting on the number of injuries, deaths or burnt houses
and, in general, human rights violations on one side only and failing to mention
what is happening on the other side. In this way journalism ceases to be neutral,
objective and instead - turns into a cat’s paw. On the other hand, objective infor-
mation giving equal coverage to both sides in a conflict can be decisive.

Psychological rehabilitation of the community is one of the most im-
portant aspects of conflict resolution. To build a long-term solid peace in South
Ossetia and elsewhere, the wounds of the conflict should be cured first. Without
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sincere regret and willingness to restore the old friendship, it will be impossible
to reconcile the people just with formal political agreements forcing them to keep
up relations. This might be achieved, but such reconciliation would be artificial,
dangerous and potentially explosive.

Building a church in the name of those who were killed in the war and
in the name of peace in South Ossetia - would be an attempt to awaken sincere
feelings in the hearts of the people and to bring them together in spirit. Ossetians
and Georgians could erect the church together, with funds gathered from people
coming from the region and directly affected by the war. The money would be
collected from all the families from Tskhinvali, the neighboring villages and re-
fugees displaced from their homes. Each family would contribute as much as it
can and each citizen would be encouraged to participate in the process of erection.
Thus, built with the hands and sweat of the people who were killing their brothers
with the same hands eleven years ago, the church would symbolize the return
of the lost people to God, the first steps to reconciliation and reunification. The
symbolic significance of the church would be associated with forgiveness, love
and friendship between Ossetians and Georgians. Georgian and Ossetian people
who lost their relatives and friends during the tragedy could come to the church
and pray for the souls of the late together, standing side by side. The church would
illustrate that despite the war, Ossetians and Georgians are still together and the
shameful tragedy, in which they lost their children, peace and trust, has not killed
their friendship. The place would also serve as a warning against future failures
and a permanent reminder of the bloodshed, and the gravity of the mistake they
have made.

Psychological rehabilitation of the post-war community should be conside-
red on all possible levels (NGOs, the media, the government) and tackled with a
wide variety of creative measures. In this respect young people need to be treated
in a special way. Those brought up under the sounds of shooting, bombing and
watching the terrible images of war and those whose families were killed in the
fightings, have all these events reflected in their minds and imprinted deeply in their
psyches - probably for the rest of their lives. These youngsters might not remem-
ber the good relations that these nations have had for centuries and, in addition,
they can have been influenced by radical nationalist ideas. The people cannot be
blamed for being reluctant to reconcile but they do have to be cured and told the
truth, especially as the future depends on them. The conflicting authorities have to
find ways of acquainting Georgian and Ossetian youngsters with each other and
create opportunities for their friendship and intercourse. This could be achieved
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UN PAS SUIVANT: UN CUBE PUBLIQUE ou com
LE ¢UBE — CASSEROLE PLEINE DE BOUFFE

Change is inevitable, but Progress is not! 13
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Change is inevitable, but Progress is not! 14
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“Ridgeway”

Written by Jumber Khantadze
Translated from Georgian by Archil Khantadze

We ask a militia sergeant major: “Can you arrest us after death?”

“We can, indeed!” Replies the sergeant major, “You are under arrest!
Who’s next?”

This imperfect thyme belongs to Blero, who lived in our neighborhood in his
youth. He was something of a poet, often inventing a smutty line or two.

At the time, the local militia precinct was situated close to the bathhouse a
little way down the hill, and it was housed in a three-story corner old building. As
I remember, there were very dark, soot covered corridors inside, pervaded with a
tobacco smell. The operational rooms were on the ground floor, and beneath them,
there were cells. They called them ‘insulators’. Even the surname of the colonel in
charge has stuck in my mind. The reason why is that I’ve spent a night in one of those
cells. I also remember that the detainees seemed strikingly benign in comparison with
the militiamen.

It was after my arrest that Blero came up with his tribute to the Soviet militia.

We were youngsters who had endured the hardships and privations of the war.
Having been raised on surrogate tea with sweetness saccharine and the sub-standard
margarine, even such coveted items as rye bread and powdered turtle eggs sent to
us by the Americans made our mouths water. Our childhood had passed in need and
cold, and in long daily queues for kerosene and bread. Not surprisingly, we were
susceptible to diseases. We were used to hearing a lot about gland inflammation,
infiltration, lung shading, cavity, liming, typhoid and what not. Many of us did get
seriously ill, while the illness of a friend of mine became a bit protracted. He was bed
ridden for three years. When he was taken down with coxitis — bone TB — all his kith
and kin were terribly concerned. In the end, he survived, but in consequence of the
disease he went lame in his right leg. They used to take him to mountain resorts laid
out on a stretcher and after a long while bring him back home, again on a stretcher.
He spent his adolescence in bed, separated from school and the street.

During one of his stays in mountains, bedridden as he was, he fell in love
with a girl who was staying in a neighboring cottage. His illness severely affected
his spirits, making him extremely sore, but now the added torments of an unrequited
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love made him even more miserable, and he became quite apathetic. Because of his
sulkiness, his granny nicknamed him Ridgeway after an American general we were
hearing a lot about in those days. The Soviet propaganda was continually tearing the
general to pieces, accusing him of being morose and uncooperative, and probably
this stereotype accounted for her choice of a nickname. We also called him Ridgeway
and for all his petulance, he did not seem to resent it.

Anthony and I were his school chums and used to visit him regularly. We
were great friends, the three of us. However, while Anthony was a devout Stalinist,
Ridgeway and I spat on the system. When Stalin died Anthony was inconsolable, but
Ridgeway and I — Lord forgive us our trespasses! — were euphoric. Anthony remains
a Stalinist to this day. He is a good doctor. When we get together, we usually have tea
and heatedly discuss politics. Despite our differing convictions, we are bosom-friends.
Back then when Ridgeway was seriously ill, both of us had an enormous compassion
for him, and we did our best to give him at least moral support in his love affair.

All we had to build our future mission on was the verbal description of the
girl. She must be very pretty according to Ridgeway’s account. We also knew which
high school she went to. Luckily, it was located in our neighborhood, so we did not
need to walk very far.

Sometimes we visited that girls’ school ten times in a single day. Anthony
would strike up a chat with the girls, while I had my camera handy taking their pic-
tures. The girls peered at me with suspicion at first and unwilling to be photographed
they would scuttle off. Quite often, I had to take pictures of some of them against
their will. In the evening we developed the films by Ridgeway’s bedside soaking the
floor around us. However, his granny being a gentle woman, bless her soul, would
never take us to task for that.

Once reassured that not only I was really taking their photos, but also very
good at it, the girls became quite amenable. By then I had taken pictures of them all,
and the girl in question was soon identified. She seemed a nice girl and she studied
music too. True, she was not nearly as beautiful as Ridgeway had described her, but
didn’t we know that love was blind? Before very long we had each and every step
of hers calculated and accounted for, we knew where and when she was supposed
to be, when she would be back home, and what her leisure activities were. Soon we
knew quite a bit about her friends and relatives as well. Everybody at her school,
including herself, assumed that either Anthony or I fancied her, but no one was sure
who exactly. As for us, we would supply bedridden Ridgeway daily with hot news
like gossipy women, and with the latest photos of her.
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Time for our convalescent to find his feet anew was at hand. Ridgeway was
thoroughly readying himself for meeting the girl. We had already made a plan: we
were to meet her near her music school, as though by chance and then Ridgeway was
to see her home.

At last, the treasured day came, and our friend stepped over the threshold of his
home and onto a street, albeit limping a little. It was a dark foggy December evening
in 1949. Her music lesson was to finish at seven o’clock! We had inadvertently come
to her school a bit early. There was a detached house opposite the music school with
several hen-houses in front of it. The windows of her classroom were too high for us
to peep inside, so I climbed the roof of one of the hen-houses and reconnoitered from
there. She was in the classroom with her teacher, playing the piano. I was about to
communicate this news to my friends, but hardly had I alighted on the ground than
five gun-toting militiamen encircled the three of us, and ordered us to raise up our
arms. They convoyed us with upraised arms to the militia precinct. Ridgeway had
difficulty walking and this instigated a couple of heavy punches on his back, as the
militiamen mistook his wobbly walk for a simulation. Fortunately, Anthony artfully
managed to shift ahead of Ridgeway, allowing him to walk between the two of us.
Anthony was walking as slowly as he could to spare our friend. The trouble was that
he had to take the brunt of the militiamen’s wrath all the way to the precinct.

In the precinct, militiamen on duty met us with a jeer. We were told that ‘our
criminal plot” had been discovered days before and we were in for a long sentence. A
sergeant emphasized that no one could conceal anything from him, and then he gave
an order to search us. All they found on me was half a packet of the cheapest ciga-
rettes. [ was completely baffled as to how had they discovered what we had planned
to do. After the search, they began to interrogate us. Anthony and I were tenth grade
students, while Ridgeway had involuntarily lagged behind us as a seventh grader.
Once they learnt as much, they shouted at us: ‘why do you hang out with this little
boy? You surely want to spoil him too, don’t you?’ We attempted an explanation:
‘By God, he is not little. He is as old as we are, but he’s been ill a long time. He
therefore had to miss school a lot.” Still they wouldn’t let it up. ‘If he’s ill, he should
be at home. The sick don’t roam the streets at night!’ — The sergeant roared. Then we
were taken down to the cells.

The detainees were all grown men. One of them was nicknamed ‘Gadfly’, an-
other one was nicknamed ‘Slug’, but I do not recall others’ nicknames. The militiamen
had confiscated my cigarettes, but here Mr. ‘Gadfly’ kindly let me help myselfto one
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of his. Deep in despair, we sat down in the corner. Ridgeway was a hypochondriac
and whispered to me about his suspicions: ‘Surely someone has informed against our
hatred for Stalin’. My heart went to my boots, and I involuntarily began to tremble.
In spite of his loyalty to Stalin, Anthony was equally dumbfounded. ‘Perhaps they
arrested us for pursuing the girl? Who knows’ — I argued, - ‘perhaps even falling in
love and contemplating to court a girl is unconstitutional?’ Under this assumption,
Anthony’s mood visibly improved. However, Ridgeway was obstinately sticking to
his hypothesis.

Meanwhile Mr. ’Gadfly’ noticing how scared we were began a fatherly query into our
business. Surely, we couldn’t venture to say anything about Ridgeway’s assumptions,
as the enormous tattooed portraits of Stalin and Lenin were clearly visible on his chest
from behind his loose shirt. Therefore, Ridgeway took him in on our failed plan. He
asked us to elaborate on the girl’s personality, her age, her friends and relatives, her
address, and so on. Then he told Ridgeway condescendingly: ‘Ok sonny, I guess you
don’t fit in there for a son-in-law... Her daddy must be one of their operatives, and it
seems the fellow’s taken some timely measures in order to prevent your visits to his
place and your friend’s click-clacking of his camera. The fellow seems unwilling to
have a photographer’s friend for a son-in-law, is it so hard to understand? What do
you expect? Each has his own taste. I reckon the girl’s all right, though. You should
know as much — you’re old enough to marry. Why don’t you find your match sonny,
leave her well alone and stay away from trouble. All my troubles started under similar
circumstances, believe or not’.

I became completely discouraged. All my toil and effort had been in vain. |
had thought myself as good as a CIA agent, having secretly taken an umpteen number
of her photos. However, I had not been smart enough to guess that her father was a
militiaman. ‘Well, you see’ — I hazarded a remark gloomily — ‘I have never seen him
wearing a uniform. He always wears a canvas tunic and a peaked cap.’

‘Oh yea? They are in plain clothes as often as not, working undercover’— Mr.
‘Slug’ broke in. We were dumbfounded. ‘I no longer wish a militiaman’ daughter for
a wife’ — Ridgeway complained to Mr. ‘Gadfly’.

“You really don’t have to tell me that sonny, but tell it to them, it could help.
And if they let you go, then go straight home’. The would be son-in-law insisted that
the man in question couldn’t possibly be a militiaman, reinforcing his assumption by
saying that he had many times seen the man wearing striped pajamas and slippers

during morning exercise on his balcony.
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“This fellow’s really a type,” — said someone chuckling to himself — ‘he seems to
think that militiamen are born with high-boots.”

The ‘investigation’ seemed to be taking quite a while. We sat in a stuffy dimly lit cell,
where the heat was suffocating; there were no windows. I felt lost in time and space.
And when I blurted out if someone could tell me the time, they seemed bemused
by my question and asked me in return: ‘where do you want to be on time?’ Then
everybody was silent, and we were taken up by out thoughts.

After a long time they ordered us out and took us to the chief’s room on the
second floor. It was dawn already, and when I saw my father in the room, I felt an
instant relief.

‘Even as you were headed there we knew all about your plans. Ok, this time
we’ll pardon you, but don’t you ever dare do it again’ — said the chief. ‘We are letting
you go because this honest man has pledged to take charge of you’, then he got my
father sign some papers. His words were enough to convince us that the girl’s father
was dead set against the would-be son-in-law, and that he had simply wanted to scare
the wits out of us. We vowed in one voice that we wouldn’t do it again. I certainly
wouldn’t dare as much as look her way, to be sure. We came out of the building with
bruised bodies and set to walk homeward. I felt extremely humiliated, and not daring
to look my father in the eye, was trailing behind.

It appeares that one of my acquaintances had seen us being convoyed with
our arms raised and had gone to inform my folks.

The militiamen had told my father that the previous night someone had
attempted to break into one of the hen-houses. The hen-house keeper had informed
the militia, and they had a hunch that the perpetrator would return to his unfinished
business the following night, so they had set an ambush, only to catch us instead.
My father had given the chief an explanation, assuring him that we were law-abid-
ing youngsters, and that incriminating us for this offence was entirely unjustified,
especially incriminating Ridgeway, who had been ill for such a long time.

The chief wouldn’t budge, insisting that we were guilty as sin, as I for one
had been caught at the very moment of entering the hen-house through the roof. ‘The
facts speak for themselves, I won’t be deceiving myself’ — he had stated. So my father
wasn’t left any other choice but to ask him for leniency. Thus pardoned for something
we had never committed we were released.

Anthony was beaten-up the most amongst us, still he comforted himself by

saying that no one was ensured against a human error. However, we couldn’t con-

131

Jumber Khantadze / “Ridgeway”



Jumber Khantadze / “Ridgeway”

E3/7/2003

sole Ridgeway, as he became quite fixated upon the notion of the girl’s father being
a militiaman. ‘Her father is definitely a militiaman, Mr. ‘Gadfly’ is an experienced
man and he couldn’t possibly be mistaken in his judgment’ — he argued. Anthony
and I had to ‘work’ very hard to find out the fellow’s true profession. Fortunately, he

turned out to be a bookkeeper, a gentle and honest man.

%k sk ok

It is true, the girl was not as beautiful as she seemed to Ridgeway, but she was really
worth taking so much trouble, as she later became a worthy wife and mother of three
beautiful children, whom she raised together with her husband, and furthermore she
is now a comely granny to Ridgeway’s beloved grandchildren.

Original title: “Germanelebi”, published Tsiskari magazine 1993
Written by Jumber Khantadze
Translated from Georgian by Archil Khantadze

The Germans
Hans

The first time I saw a living German was shortly before the end of the
war — seen randomly at first here and there, German POWs had appeared in town.
Later their numbers grew substantially and their presence became an established
fact. Primarily, they were employed on construction sites. As [ remember, they
were building a railway station, and a number of residential buildings on the
surrounding area. Back then construction machinery was scarce and every stage
of construction involved very hard manual labor.

On the Marjanishvili square there stood a beautiful Protestant church,
which people used to call the German church or “Kirk”. Even today senior citi-
zens refer to this locality as “Kirka”. They made German POWs pull the church
down and build a big residential house in its place.

In the beginning, children, including myself would tease POWs, calling
out things like “Hitler kaput” or “Fritz kaput” to them, but this didn’t seem to
upset them — they remained surprisingly calm and listened to our exclamations
with equanimity.

By and by, POWs were allowed to walk in town on their own in groups
as well as separately. They were malnourished and raw-boned and looked de-
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jected. They asked for charity from the population, but importantly, they offered
their services in return: they would chop firewood, repair or fix something in the
household; they would build something and work as plasterers, do some tailoring
and even sew on a machine. They were very handy, clever and diligent people.
In time they appeared on our street as well and then one day we saw a young
German at the door.

He was tall and very thin with a pale face and stooping shoulders. He was
probably in his early twenties...

Later we came to know other Germans too, but it was Hans, the young
German who came round more often than others. He never gave a knock. Instead,
he would be standing behind the door and scratching on it almost inaudibly.
Sometimes it was hours before we heard this tiny little noise and opened the door.
Hans would come mostly on Sundays and he was very welcome by everyone in
our family, despite of his being a German.

Like most people then we lived in rather strained circumstances, but our
optimism was high because the end of the war seemed near at hand.

Hans carried two pictures on him. In one of them he stood together with
his elder brother; another picture was of a girl wearing a ribbon in her hair. He
loved telling us about his brother, whom he worshiped. He had joined up at the
beginning of the war and soon was listed as missing in action. Hans was absolutely
certain that his brother was alive.

“He’s a very strong fellow, and he’s resourceful and well-trained. They
didn’t enlist him for Edelweiss without a reason”, he would say. But he wouldn’t
say anything about the girl wearing a ribbon in her hair; he would simply look
at the picture with glistening eyes, kiss it, gently wrap it in a piece of paper and
replace it in his breast pocket. He enjoyed playing with me and my sister, teaching
us all kinds of conjuring tricks, and he also carved wooden toys especially for
me. Hans had a bad cough though that worried my mother.

One day my cousin came back from war. He was reduced to a skeleton,
so mother hardly recognized him. He had been seriously wounded and only
recently discharged from field hospital, and he walked with great difficulty. He
had been a medical student prior to the draft and becoming a soldier at the age
of eighteen. He had arrived by train early in the morning and walked all the way
from the railway station. We were delighted to see him back. We sent a telegram
to his folks in Batumi to say he’d come back alive and then mother took him to a
celebrated elderly physician for a checkup. I went along too, wearing my cousin’s
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forage-cap.

When the doctor stripped my cousin to the waste and saw his skeletal figure
with protruding ribs, he nearly collapsed from the shock. Then he examined the
patient using a long tobacco-pipe looking instrument. My cousin was required
to “stop breathing and count to twenty”, then to breath in, breath out, sit down,
rise, squat, rise again, lie on a couch, and so on. Then after considerable finger
tapping on the patient’s back and listening in to his lungs with that strange-looking
instrument, he shook his head disapprovingly and told my mother: “your patient
is in a bad way. He’s got lung shading.” From the doctors’ we went back home
on foot as public transport was very few and far between.

Soon after we arrived home I heard familiar scratching on the door. My
cousin was one year younger than Hans. They shook hands with each other and
since both had picked up a bit of another’s language they were able to communi-
cate in broken German-Georgian. And what a surprise! They turned out to have
been fighting on the same front in East Prussia. They had survived the enemy
bullets, but the cost was terrible! Then we all sat down to supper and did justice
to the food ration brought by my cousin.

Since that day, however, we never saw Hans again. Other Germans did
come our way from time to time, but none of them had neither heard nor seemed
to know anything about him.

Gutter Percha Doll

During the war many people in Russia, Ukraine and Byelorussia lost their
homes and in the search of safe haven had reached this country. The town was
overcrowded with refugees, the “evacuees” as people called them. At the end of
the war, our neighbors’ family too headed by “Auntie Keto” gave shelter to some
refugees — Russian relatives of theirs, including little Natasha, a girl exactly my
age. Natasha was a good girl, with dark brown eyes and plaited hair; she had lost
both her parents in the war — a Georgian mother and a Russian father. She was
born and brought up in Russia, but misfortunes of the war had brought her to us,
Thilisi, that is.

At first they seldom let her out to play with us in the yard. And whenever
they did, “Auntie Keto” would implore us beforehand not to hurt her in any way,
but rather treat her as gently as we possibly could. “She’s a poor orphan and you
should have mercy upon her”, she would tell us.
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We, the children were well played in with each other. Natasha didn’t speak
any Georgian, and none of us spoke any Russian, so while we played games she
remained aloof and uncommunicative. What she would do was hug her gutter
percha doll and watch us play from a distance.

One day a German POW strolled into the yard. Once Natasha saw him,
she burst into tears and started to scream. Auntie Keto rushed out from her home
and attacked us furiously: “who hit her? What did you hit her with? You beasts!”
- She shouted. We were taken aback; none of us had even touched Natasha and
couldn’t understand as to what had upset her so much.

Natasha meanwhile was choking with tears, crying her heart out at the
top of her voice. They gave her water to drink, and began to caress her, but try
as they might she wouldn’t say a single word. At last, she blubbered out: “a Fritz
over there”.

I looked round, but the German was already gone. I ran out into the street and
saw the middle-aged German man sitting on the steps of our entrance with his
head bowed low and sobbing quietly.

Little by little, however, Natasha got accustomed to seeing the Germans,
and she made friends with us too. She was always cheerful when we played
hopscotch and she was always the winner. Besides, she taught us how to play the
game of “Geese-geese come home”.

F Sharp

Before the war, mother had decided that I ought to learn to play the piano
and entrusted me to madam Bagrationi, a well-known piano teacher. I hated going
to my piano lessons and carrying sheet music as I was afraid that the boys might
call me a molly-coddle. Two weeks later, however, the piano teacher called mother
up and declared to her: “your son won’t make a pianist, and besides, his hands are
always dirty which is bad for my keyboard.” She was most probably right in her
judgment regarding my musical talent, and as for my hands being dirty, it must
have been exactly so. And it was little wonder, since I loved roaming about in the
streets and collecting pieces of rusted metal, which I would carry (where else but)
in my pockets. So her stern warning absolutely delighted me as I thought that my
musical education had finished. Alas, my joy didn’t last two minutes. My mother
pleaded with her: “please madam, I’'m very keen on my son acquiring love for
music, and I’1l personally take care of his hands I assure you”.
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Mother was as good as her word taking me to my piano lessons well
groomed and with my hands thoroughly pre-washed, ever after. Moreover, she
sat in on my lessons. True, I was making some progress, learning the basics.

Then the war broke out and life became difficult. My folks were no longer
able to pay for my piano lessons, and this was a relief to me. But I wasn’t lucky
for very long. There lived a lone elderly Greek woman nearby called “Auntie Sa-
lome” who offered my mother to give me musical training “for free”. It was very
kind of her, of course, but as far as [ was concerned perhaps it was a bit too much
kindness. In 1937 her Georgian husband had been repressed, their flat confiscated
and she had to move to a tiny one room flat on the ground floor, where she lived
with very limited resources, a piano being the most valuable piece of her furni-
ture. She had great respect my folks and she liked me a lot, giving me lumps of
sugar whenever she could afford. As a piano teacher she was quite liberal, never
forcing me to exercise too much. She was a gentle woman and it was apparent
that she had had a beautiful life.

One fine morning in late spring I was sitting at “Auntie” Salome’s and
‘staccatoing away’ piano exercises. The window was open and some flower pots
were placed on the window-sill, which was steeped in sunlight. Suddenly I saw
out of the corner of my eye a shadow of a man standing outside by the window.
He remained there for some time, and I thought he was probably listening to the
‘sounds’ of music. Then there was an indecisive knock on the window pane and
the man came in sight from behind a net curtain. He was a young German POW.
I stopped playing the piano and “Auntie Salome” went up to the window to see
who it was.

“F Sharp in the second register seems out of tune”, said the German in
broken Russian.

“Yes, that’s right”, agreed Auntie Salome, “but there’s no one [ know who
could fix it up”

“If you let me, Il fix it for you”

“That would be really helpful. Please come in” — she said.

The German came in, checked the keyboard, opened the piano cover and
asked for some tools. Auntie Salome certainly didn’t have any, so I rushed home
and fetched every piece of iron I had — an axe, a handsaw, a pair of pliers and a
crowbar. He was happy with pliers. He then gently rolled off the piano (with a
little help from me) into the middle of the room, opened the back cover and be-
gan tightening up the strings. Soon the piano was perfectly tuned and replaced.
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As a reward he asked the permission to play on the instrument. His request was
instantly granted and he played a classical piece on the piano. His virtuosity took
my breath away. He was making the piano sing, weep and laugh — the music was
incredibly beautiful. Equally wonderful was to see his long fingers gracefully slid-
ing on the keyboard. On hearing the music “Auntie Margo”, a next door neighbor
came round and then did my mother; soon all the children of the neighborhood,
including Natasha had crowded in front of the window listening in amazement.

When the impromptu concert ended, there was loud applause for the Ger-
man who thanked everybody and stood up to go, but we all asked him to stay for
dinner. He hesitated at first but after much persuasion he stayed. Soon a supra was
laid out, albeit a scanty one — my mother fetched some baked potatoes, “Auntie
Margo” fried some turtle eggs and “Auntie Salome” served some dates and tea.
I was much surprised to find out that “Auntie Salome” spoke German fluently.
She chatted with the German musician who seemed a great chap, and did the in-
terpreting for her guests at the same time. It was a pity, however, he didn’t know
Hans! He had been a student of the Berlin conservatory prior to conscription. He
was also much better at piano playing than shooting a “Schmeisser”, but nobody
had cared really — he said.

A pyramid

The final examinations had already begun. That day, the big chaps — the elev-
enth form boys — were taking an exam in math and David was among them. For us,
the younger boys, David was kind of a hero and we liked him a lot, because he was a
basketball celebrity of our school. At the age of seventeen he had become a Dynamo
Thilisi player (later he played in the national team as well). He had his unique style
of play, which we all tried to copy.

We the younger ones who had taken our exams earlier, were made to leave
the school building lest the big boys might be disturbed.

Our school bordered upon a dendrology garden, which we used to call Tu-
panoza’s for some reason. At the time it was big and served as a hiding-place for us
whenever we played truant, but later houses were built for some high officials on its
territory and the garden shrank considerably. After my exam I went into Tupanoza’s
to meet up with my mates and found them in a state of great agitation — it came out
that David was having trouble solving a math problem. Older boys were crowded
together and loudly discussing the ways of solving the problem, which David had

137

Jumber Khantadze / “Ridgeway”



Jumber Khantadze / “Ridgeway”

E3/7/2003

scribbled on a bit of paper and thrown down from his classroom window. Being
David’s loyal fan, I was sorry to see that the boys’ efforts were not producing any
results. As I remember the problem was a difficult one — it required calculating the
area of a pyramid.

Some ten yards from where we stood, German POWs were constructing a
transformer unit. At that particular time three Germans were digging up a trench for
the cable. One of them was a short man with spectacles; he was stripped to his waist
and digging with a pick. He must have sensed the cause of our unease, for presently
he approached us, elbowed his way through the crowd of boys and had a look at the
crumpled piece of paper (The boys had drawn a pyramid on it, below the problem
question). He borrowed a pencil from my classmate, thought hard for a moment and
then drew a bisector to the side of the pyramid. Then he drew another line from the
point of intersection to the apex of the pyramid. Three boys exclaimed “WOW” all
at once, and proceeded to do calculations. The German looked on for some time, and
having become certain that the chosen path was correct went back to his work. Soon
we arrived at the answer, and went up to him to check it. “Good”, he said.

Niko, the shortest and slimmest boy amongst us climbed up the drain pipe
and into the school toilet on the second floor, and then secretly handed on the solution
to David.

After the exam the big boys came out of school, they faces flushed and eyes
tired. They were saying that the exam had been very difficult and they had to sweat
over their papers. Then David appeared, also looking tired but smiling. We hailed
him, and recounted how “a German” had solved his math problem. “Really? Which
one?” — He wanted to know. We pointed the German out to him. “Wait for me here,
I’11 be back soon”, he said and was off. After a long wait the boys began to disperse.
Only I stayed on in Tupanoza’s, because I was curious as to what David intended to
do, and besides I considered myself his little friend.

While I waited I began talking with the spectacled German Mister. I spoke
very little German, but using some words I had picked up from Hans and a lot of ges-
turing I managed to communicate with him. He was willing to understand, guessing
the meaning of my sounds and gestures surprisingly well.

I wanted to find out whether he knew Hans. The German asked me which
“barrack” Hans lived in. [ didn’t know. I didn’t even realize that German POWs lived
in numerous barracks built on the outskirts of town. “There are many Hanses. In my
barrack alone there’re three of them”, he told me.

I described Hans to him: tall, slim, and stooping a bit. “The one who had a
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bad cough?” he asked. “Well, if that’s the man, he’s now dead, we buried him in the
winter. He was very ill.”

My sadness must have been too apparent since he quickly corrected himself,
saying: “Hans whom I knew wasn’t very tall after all, and he didn’t have much of a
hunch in his shoulders. Most probably it’s another Hans you’re asking me after. Now
that Hans is surely alive. Some of us have gone to hydro construction in Borjomi, he
must have been sent there too.”

This greatly reassured me and it occurred to me that Hans most probably had
been too busy to come our way.

It was early evening when David returned, out of breath. He had a loaf of
white bread and a packet of butter in his hand. The war had ended very recently and
the population was still starving, but David as a sportsman was entitled to a special
food ration.

He solemnly handed the present over to the German. He accepted it thankfully
and told his fellow-countrymen to join up; then he took a neatly folded snow-white
piece of cloth out of his pocket, spread it out on the grass, took out a penknife and
cut the loaf up into five slices, which were identical in size, spread some butter on
and handed them around. David and I stood on ceremony, but since the German ab-
solutely insisted, we helped ourselves to the food. Bread and butter tasted absolutely
delicious to us all.

On our way home David told me that he was going to collect another food
ration the next day, and give it to the same Germans. “Would you care to come
along?” — He asked me. “Sure thing” — was my reply as I loved David’s company.

So in the morning the following day we went to a canteen on Zemel Avenue
(currently Rustaveli) to collect his food ration. I was carrying David’s sporting bag
hung over the shoulder and feeling very proud. The stock keeper dispensed a loaf of
white bread and two cans of condensed milk to David. We ran up a hill into Tupano-
za’s in high spirits, but the Germans were nowhere to be seen. We waited for them
a long time but in vain — they were not coming to work that day. Before heading for
the gym David gave half a loaf and a can of condensed milk to me...

Only when I reached adulthood did I realize that the spectacled German had
told me a white lie that day.

Simmental

During the war the starving people had to glean in the harvested fields to survive.
If you were diligent enough you might be able to collect a couple of kilos of wheat,

139

Jumber Khantadze / “Ridgeway”



Jumber Khantadze / “Ridgeway”

E3/7/2003

which was the most precious commodity then. The town dwellers then started to trade
with the country folks. Items like dishes, cutlery, furniture, used clothes and footwear
were bartered for wheat, eggs, fruit and vegetables. The country folks were struggling
too, but being short of manufactured items (especially clothing) were happy with this
arrangement, while many people in Tbilisi managed to survive the wartime hardships
thanks to this very practice, which continued well after the war. Our family had also
exchanged nearly all our belongings for the staples we needed.

The war had only recently ended and as a next item for barter mother was now
suggesting my father’s shot-gun. It was a Belgium 16 caliber Piper Bayard, a rare and
amazingly beautiful piece of gun making. It was a double-barrel, one of the barrels being
conic and another cylinder, which was a unique combination. My father hated the idea,
and whenever the subject of his shot-gun cropped up, he would promptly take it out of
his wardrobe, dismantle it in an emphatic manner, carefully clean and oil the pieces, put
them together again and replace it.

But when my illness manifested itself by crepitating in lungs, and doctors pre-
scribed plenty of fresh air as well as nutritious diet, there was nothing to be done for my
father but part with his Piper Bayard. Persons wishing to acquire it were many, but for
some reason my father chose to deal with one Malaccan man named Bikov who lived in
a village near Sartichala.

Bikov was a stocky man with a thin beard and a balding head. He came one eve-
ning together with my father, and examined the shot-gun carefully and unhurriedly. Then
a deal was reached — he was giving a heifer and three hives of honeybees in exchange.
My father set off with him that same day, taking the shot-gun and a cartridge belt along.
The cartridge belt was a rare piece too, made of patent leather; it was for thirty cartridges
(Twenty four cartridge belts were common).

The next day my father came back with a heifer and some honey. Well, it was
a heifer, but quite a large one with beautiful color patches and pensive eyes. We called
her Spotty. In my father’s opinion it wasn’t a local breed, and as large herds of cattle had
been evacuated from Russia during the war, all our neighbors agreed that she must be a
Kostroma cow. We tethered her to a tree in our little yard and allocated our seller to her.
Soon she started to produce milk, Bikov on the other hand was providing us with jars of
honey from time to time, and as a result my lungs improved. Spotty was ours for two or
three years, until the city authorities introduced a ban on keeping cattle within the city
limits as well as adjacent villages, sighting insanitary conditions as a reason. So we sold
her in the end. And that was just as well for the poor animal, which had been tethered all
those years. I don’t remember when I felt sadder, parting with my father’s shot-gun or
with our Spotty. In my personal opinion, a cow is the animal number one. What a service
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it does to a man! What products it gives us! And appearance wise, it’s no less beautiful
than a horse or a dog. It’s by far the best friend of the humans, while in my case it was
crucial for recovering my health.

Spotty had been acquired when the German POWs started a new construction
in our neighborhood. They often went past our house too. My father decided to build a
fireplace and for this purpose he invited two German workers around. The fireplace had
to be constructed at the convergence of three rooms, so that it would provide heating to
all three. The Germans easily understood my father’s idea. They asked for a few bags of
clay and soon the question of price was settled. Then my father showed them some used
bricks lying in our yard and arranged with them about the time the next day.

There was a brick-yard in Vake, not far from our place (later Kazbegi cinema
was built there) surrounded by one huge quarry, so we fetched clay from there. Presently
the Germans arrived and set to work. One of them worked in the room, while another
brought bricks from the yard. Suddenly he entered the room all beaming with delight and
shouting “Simmental! Simmental!” Both rushed out of the room, ran down the staircase
leading into the yard and came running to our Spotty, which they patted and caressed
for the best part of an hour. The cow stood there motionless and well-pleased, it was as
if she understood the German language. Our Spotty turned out to be a Simmental, rather
than a Kostroma cow.

The Germans worked for a few days with us, and each time before starting work they
“visited” our Simmental. They were honest farmers and seeing familiar cattle gave them
a lot of joy.

The Germans made a good fireplace, constructing its chimney by way of a laby-
rinth, which alternately went in and out of the walls of three adjoining rooms. When you
lit a fire, the fireplace warmed three large walls and it was comfortably warm in each of
the rooms.

Afterwards, whenever the two Germans passed by our house they would hail us:
“Simmental! Simmental!” On several occasions my folks invited them round, and we
got to learn more about them. It was remarkable, however, that they wouldn’t partake of
our meals until we let them do something for the household — they wouldn’t even taste
a morsel. The only way to get them stay for dinner was through commissioning them
with some task, albeit a trivial one.

An unregistered gift

Years passed and war-inflicted wounds slowly healed over. I grew up, and after
graduating from school and then from the university started work at the Institute of
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Physics in Sokhumi. Germans had been working with our specialists there.

It would appear that the defeated, razed to the ground Germany had been robbed
of its brains as well — the allies had embarked on a massive import of German engineers,
scientists and researchers. By all accounts it was primarily the Americans and the Sovi-
ets who’d taken the German intellectuals out of the country. I don’t know whether the
Americans took them voluntarily or against their will, but as for the Soviets, it’s a hard
fact that they smuggled Germans out by force.

A group of German scientists had been brought to Sokhumi and then a large
coastal stretch, complete with wooded parks and subtropical landscapes had been allo-
cated for them near the city. Soon the whole territory had been fenced in and turned into
a guarded restricted area. Even the local population was unaware that a research institute
had been established next door.

First the Germans had set up auxiliary facilities, such as glass blowing workshops,
etc. Then they had embarked on a large-scale scientific research. They had worked hard
and created basis for a number of scientific applications. They lived on the territory with
their families in compulsory isolation. They were provided with food and drink, had
nice cottages and large villas built for them, and they had a shop with “special stocks™ at
their disposal, as well as a club, a movie theater, the beach, and a beautiful park (when I
worked there roes were still a common sight in the park); they were presented Zim and
Pobeda cars, and they were awarded the Stalin Prizes. In a word, they had everything
but Freedom. Therefore, when the Chancellor Eidenauer made a public declaration that
Germany had been beheaded following the SSW and categorically demanded that all
German scientists be allowed to return to Germany, these people cried with joy as they
had been given a ray of hope. Reportedly, they counted remaining hours rather than days,
and would ironically point out that “the Soviet five minutes is equivalent to ten years —
the KGB called us up for five minutes but has detained us for ten years”.

After the government had decided to let them go, our people had been gradually
introduced into the establishment, so that the huge technical potential wouldn’t drain
away causing its shutdown. Among the invited specialist were people from Russia, as
well as Georgia.

By the time I arrived the repatriation of Germans was folding up. The majority of
them had already gone home, but the atmosphere, the environment was markedly different
from ours. The spirit of the place was still German, and it was in the air. A number of my
Georgian colleagues had had the opportunity of working alongside the Germans who had
willingly shared their knowledge and expertise, and while all the Georgians had gained
a degree of hands-on experience, Bachana, a young mechanic had made the most of the
opportunity. He spoke good German and worked as laboratory assistant with Schultz.
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Herman Schultz was a king of x-ray research. He was tall and overweight with
white hair and grey blue eyes. His only son had been killed at war and he was there with
his wife and his black Shepard. Schultz was a friendly man always willing to assist his
junior colleagues. Despite his imposing frame, his huge hands were capable of doing the
most delicate piece of work.

Bachana on the other hand was very short and thin, and sadly was a hunchback. |
don’t know whether it was out of pity or otherwise, but Schultz trained him untiringly in
matters of scientific research. Bachana was a good trainee, bright and hard working and
persevering, and Schultz seemed to be pleased with his progress. They would often walk
in the park together during the lunch break, with Schultz explaining to him something
or other all the time.

When Schultz was allowed to go back to Germany he presented his brand new
navy blue Pobeda to Bachana, and what’s more, he had the inside of the car refitted so
that the pedals would be within reach of Bachana’s feet. Schultz took great pains, and
with a little help from us he changed the design of driver’s seat as well, so that Bachana
would feel comfortable sitting behind the wheel. He was giving Bachana driving lessons
in the park too. Only after he’d done everything he could possibly do for Bachana, did
Schultz left for Germany with a contented soul.

Everybody admired the Pobeda, while for Bachana it meant the whole world.
He was washing and polishing it all the time. Then it was time to register the vehicle
with road police, but they would neither register it nor provide any number plates for
the vehicle. “Refitting a vehicle “is against the law” — They were adamant. We were all
very sorry and frustrated to find this out, while Bachana was totally crushed.

He would have made a good scientist but sadly he died shortly afterwards, still
quite at a young age.

& %k ok

Thilisi has enlarged so fast and so much, that when I moved to a flat in Sairme
Street ten years ago, [ was being congratulated by everyone on my “central town flat”.
Up to the late 1960s, however, this locality constituted the outskirts of town where little
houses and beautiful orchards were. On the top of a hill there was wasteland overgrown
with shrubs. As years went by the little houses were pulled down and area development
got underway. They built a swimming-pool there first, and then a school, and then type
blocks of flats. One day some human bones were unearthed by the excavator and the
workers were petrified. An old local woman then told the workers about the cemetery
for the German POWs that had been there once, many years before. ..
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UN CcUBE ANTIGRAVITATIONNEL-
- C'EST LA MIENS

Change is inevitable, but Progress is not! 16
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